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ABSTRACT
The Impact of Academic Advisor Behaviors on Persistence of Pregnant and Single
Mothers at 4-Year Nontraditional Universities: A Mixed Methods Study
by Kristina Denise King
Purpose: The purpose of this sequential exploratory mixed methods study was to identify
and describe academic advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on persistence
perceived through the lens of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university. A
secondary purpose of this study was to identify factors that pregnant and single mothers
perceived to have impacted their persistence.
Methodology: The qualitative phase of this study consisted of one-on-one interviews to
gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of single mothers who recently
graduated from a 4-year nontraditional university. The interviews revealed the factors
that impacted persistence and the academic advisor behaviors they perceived to have
impacted their persistence. The quantitative phase of the study included an online survey,
which allowed respondents to rank and assess ten identified academic advisor behaviors
by perceived impact.
Findings: Analysis of the data revealed eight key findings. The loss of a job was most
frequently referenced as a theme that hindered persistence, and the desire to be a role
model or inspiration for their children was most frequently referenced as a theme that
helped persistence. The academic advisor behavior that had the greatest impact on
persistence was the advisor responding quickly and being easy to get a hold of.
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Conclusions: Five conclusions were derived from the key findings and major findings.
Continued employment and supportive relationships are critical components to aid
persistence of single mothers. Single mothers have a strong sense of purpose and will
overcome immense obstacles for their children. Because single mothers have busy lives,
they need an academic advisor who is accessible and easy to reach. Lastly, single mothers
need their academic advisor to provide them with additional resources.
Recommendations: Seven recommendations were identified including replication
studies with larger sample sizes and different populations. Academic advisor behaviors
supporting single mothers should be further explored from the perspective of the
academic advisor. Additionally, factors that impact persistence should be further explored
to understand how specific hardships or struggles throughout college may impact single
mothers’ success.

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION........................................................................................ 1
Background ......................................................................................................................... 3
Theoretical Foundations: Persistence Theories in Higher Education ........................... 4
Model of Student Persistence.................................................................................. 5
Student Involvement Theory................................................................................... 5
Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition..................................... 6
Single Mother Persistence............................................................................................. 6
Single Mother Persistence: Obstacles, Challenges, and Barriers ........................... 6
Lack of Family Housing ................................................................................... 7
Lack of Affordable Childcare ........................................................................... 8
Time Constraints ............................................................................................... 8
Financial Issues ................................................................................................. 8
Lack of Social Support...................................................................................... 9
Single Mother Persistence: Supports ...................................................................... 9
Title IX Accommodations................................................................................. 9
Campus Resources .......................................................................................... 10
Academic Advisor Behaviors ..................................................................................... 10
Theoretical Framework: Academic Advising Approaches ......................................... 11
Developmental ...................................................................................................... 11
Prescriptive ........................................................................................................... 11
Learning Centered ................................................................................................. 11
Appreciative .......................................................................................................... 12
Strength Based ...................................................................................................... 12
Intrusive ................................................................................................................ 12
Research on Academic Advising and Persistence ...................................................... 12
Statement of the Research Problem .................................................................................. 13
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 15
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 15
Significance of the Research Problem .............................................................................. 15
Definitions......................................................................................................................... 17
Delimitations ..................................................................................................................... 18
Organization of the Study ................................................................................................. 19
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE .......................................................... 20
Historical Review of U.S. Degree Attainment.................................................................. 20
U.S. Bachelor’s Degree Attainment............................................................................ 21
U.S. Attainment Goals ................................................................................................ 22
Current Climate and Future Trajectory ....................................................................... 23
Single Mother Degree Attainment .............................................................................. 24
Theoretical Foundations: Persistence Theories in Higher Education ............................... 25
Tinto’s Model of Student Motivation and Persistence ............................................... 26
Self-Efficacy ......................................................................................................... 26
Sense of Belonging ............................................................................................... 27
Perceived Value of the Curriculum....................................................................... 27
viii

Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement ...................................................................... 27
Bean and Metzner’s Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition ................................ 28
Defining and Background Variables ..................................................................... 29
Academic Variables .............................................................................................. 29
Environmental Variables ...................................................................................... 30
Intent to Leave ...................................................................................................... 30
Single Mother Persistence: Obstacles, Challenges, and Barriers ..................................... 31
Lack of On-Campus Family Housing ......................................................................... 32
Lack of Affordable Childcare ..................................................................................... 34
Time Constraints ......................................................................................................... 35
Financial Issues ........................................................................................................... 36
Lack of Access to Information.................................................................................... 37
Negative Interactions .................................................................................................. 38
Mental Health: Stress and Guilt .................................................................................. 39
COVID-19................................................................................................................... 40
Single Mother Persistence: Supports ................................................................................ 42
Title IX ........................................................................................................................ 43
Childcare Programs ..................................................................................................... 43
Social Support ............................................................................................................. 45
Historical Review of Academic Advising ........................................................................ 47
Three Eras of Academic Advising .............................................................................. 47
Role of Academic Advisor.......................................................................................... 48
Theoretical Framework: Academic Advisor Approaches................................................. 49
Developmental Advising ............................................................................................ 50
Prescriptive Advising .................................................................................................. 51
Proactive Advising ...................................................................................................... 51
Learning-Centered Advising....................................................................................... 53
Appreciative Advising ................................................................................................ 53
Strengths-Based Advising........................................................................................... 56
Advising Single Mothers .................................................................................................. 57
Summary ........................................................................................................................... 59
CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY .................................................................................. 61
Overview ........................................................................................................................... 61
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 61
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 61
Research Design................................................................................................................ 62
Qualitative Research Design ....................................................................................... 62
Quantitative Research Design ..................................................................................... 63
Method Rationale ........................................................................................................ 63
Population ......................................................................................................................... 64
Sampling Frame ................................................................................................................ 64
Sample............................................................................................................................... 68
Sample Selection Process ................................................................................................. 69
Instrumentation ................................................................................................................. 71
Qualitative Instrumentation ........................................................................................ 72
Quantitative Instrumentation ...................................................................................... 72
ix

Expert Panel ................................................................................................................ 73
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study ................................................................... 74
Qualitative Field Test .................................................................................................. 74
Quantitative Field Test ................................................................................................ 75
Validity ............................................................................................................................. 75
Reliability.......................................................................................................................... 76
Data Collection ................................................................................................................. 76
Qualitative Data Collection......................................................................................... 77
Quantitative Data Collection....................................................................................... 78
Data Analysis .................................................................................................................... 78
Qualitative Data Analysis ........................................................................................... 78
Quantitative Data Analysis ......................................................................................... 78
Ethical Consideration ........................................................................................................ 80
Limitations ........................................................................................................................ 80
Geography ................................................................................................................... 80
Sample Size................................................................................................................. 80
Bias of the Researcher ................................................................................................ 81
Summary ........................................................................................................................... 81
CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS....................... 82
Overview ........................................................................................................................... 82
Purpose Statement ............................................................................................................. 82
Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 82
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures ......................................................... 83
Population ......................................................................................................................... 85
Sample............................................................................................................................... 85
Demographic Data ............................................................................................................ 86
Presentation and Analysis of Data .................................................................................... 86
Research Question 1: Factors That Impact Persistence .............................................. 88
Loss of a Job (Unemployment) ............................................................................. 88
Desire to Be a Role Model or Inspiration for Their Children ............................... 91
Supportive Family, Friend, or Partner .................................................................. 93
Breakups or Separations ....................................................................................... 95
Mental Health........................................................................................................ 96
Research Question 2: Identified Academic Advisor Behaviors ................................. 97
Responded Quickly, Easy to Get a Hold of .......................................................... 98
Sent Helpful Links and Resources Specifically for the Student ......................... 100
Reached Out When Struggling or Falling Behind .............................................. 101
Conversed With Student (Listened and Asked Questions About Their Life) .... 102
Provided Student With Important Program Information .................................... 103
Communicated Frequently and Consistently ...................................................... 104
Recognized Student When They Were Doing Well ........................................... 105
Helped Student Work Through Specific Issues or Problems.............................. 106
Called to See Whether Student Needed Anything—Checked in ........................ 107
Encouraged or Motivated Student to Keep Going .............................................. 107
Research Question 3: Academic Advisor Behaviors With Greatest Impact............. 108
Key Findings ................................................................................................................... 114
x

Summary of Findings: Factors That Impact Persistence .......................................... 114
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Factors That Impact Persistence ...................... 114
Summary of Findings: Academic Advisor Behaviors .............................................. 115
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Academic Advisor Behaviors .......................... 115
Summary ......................................................................................................................... 116
CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ........... 117
Purpose Statement ........................................................................................................... 117
Research Questions ......................................................................................................... 117
Methodology ................................................................................................................... 118
Population ....................................................................................................................... 119
Sample............................................................................................................................. 119
Major Findings ................................................................................................................ 119
Major Finding 1: The Loss of a Job Significantly Impacts Single Mothers’
Persistence..................................................................................................... 120
Major Finding 2: Single Mothers Are Fueled by Strong Desire to Be Role
Models for Their Children ............................................................................ 121
Major Finding 3: Relationships Play a Major Role in Persistence for Single
Mothers ......................................................................................................... 122
Major Finding 4: Academic Advisors Who Respond Quickly and Are Easy to
Get a Hold of Are Essential to Single Mothers............................................. 122
Major Finding 5: Single Mothers Need Academic Advisors to Connect Them
With Resources They Otherwise Would Not Have Known About .............. 124
Unexpected Findings ...................................................................................................... 124
Unexpected Finding 1: Providing Students With Helpful Links, Resources,
and Program Information Was Important to Single Mothers ....................... 124
Conclusions ..................................................................................................................... 125
Conclusion 1: Continued Employment is a Critical Component to Aid
Persistence of Single Mothers ....................................................................... 125
Conclusion 2: Single Mothers Are Goal Oriented and Future Focused, Have a
Strong Sense of Purpose, and Overcome Immense Obstacles for Their
Children......................................................................................................... 126
Conclusion 3: Single Mothers Need Stable and Supportive Relationships in
Their Lives to Thrive in College................................................................... 127
Conclusion 4: Single Mothers Have Busy Lives and Can Lose Their
Momentum and Fall Behind in the Program if Their Academic
Advisor Is Difficult to Reach ........................................................................ 127
Conclusion 5: Single Mothers Desire and Need Additional Resources to Help
Them Graduate Sooner ................................................................................. 128
Implications for Action ................................................................................................... 128
Recommendations for Further Research ......................................................................... 130
Recommendation 1: Replication With a Large Sample............................................ 130
Recommendation 2: Replication With Different Participant Criteria—Age of
Children......................................................................................................... 130
Recommendation 3: Replication With Different Participant Criteria—Time to
Complete Degree .......................................................................................... 131
Recommendation 4: Replication With Different Population—2-Year Degree ........ 131
xi

Recommendation 5: Replication With Different Population—Single and Teen
Mothers ......................................................................................................... 131
Recommendation 6: Explore Academic Advisor Behaviors Interacting With
Single Mothers From the Perspective of the Academic Advisor.................. 132
Concluding Remarks and Reflections ............................................................................. 132
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................... 135
APPENDICES ................................................................................................................ 155

xii

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1. Participant Demographic Data ............................................................................ 87
Table 2. Themes That Impacted Persistence Identified Through Qualitative
Interviews .............................................................................................................. 88
Table 3. Academic Advisor Behaviors Identified Through Qualitative Interviews ......... 98
Table 4. Data Summary of Survey Question 1, Part 1 .................................................... 109
Table 5. Data Summary for Survey Question 1, Part 2 .................................................. 110
Table 6. Data Summary for Survey Questions 2–11 ...................................................... 112

xiii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Total Enrolled Undergraduate Students, Fall 2020 ........................................... 66
Figure 2. Total Enrolled Undergraduates to Total Enrolled Single Mothers .................... 67
Figure 3. Participants Across Two Universities ............................................................... 69
Figure 4. Population, Sampling Frame, and Sample ........................................................ 70
Figure 5. Sequential Exploratory Mixed Methods Research Design ................................ 71

xiv

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Degree attainment plays an integral role in lifting one of this nation’s most
vulnerable populations, single mothers, from poverty. Single-mother households are
some of the poorest households in the United States—more than a third live in poverty,
and 28.7% are food insecure (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2020; Fins, 2020). Education can
empower single mothers to rise above the poverty line and become self-sufficient.
According to Trostel (2015), the incidence of poverty is over three times lower for
individuals with a bachelor’s degree. Women who hold a bachelor’s degree earn
approximately $630,000 more within their lifetime than women with a high school
diploma only (Tamborini et al., 2015). However, the benefits of a college degree reach
beyond lifetime earning potential—a mother’s education affects her children’s health,
cognitive development, economic security, and future family structure (Dodson &
Deprez, 2019). Bachelor’s degree attainment not only benefits single mothers and their
children but also benefits communities and societies.
Today, many students in the United States pursue a college degree while
parenting. According to Cruse, Holtzman, et al. (2019), approximately one in five, or 3.8
million, undergraduate students in the United States are parents, 70% of the student
parent population are mothers, and 62% of student mothers are single. Single mothers in
college face many personal challenges, such as economic insecurity, difficulty meeting
basic needs, and significant caregiving demands (Cruse et al., 2020b). In addition, single
mothers face institutional barriers, such as scheduling conflicts, lack of family-friendly
spaces on campus, unaffordable or lack of childcare services, lack of campus-based
resources, and insufficient financial aid (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021). As a result of the
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challenges and barriers, many single mothers drop out of college and do not return to
complete their degree. A recent study revealed that 52% of all student parents leave
college without a degree, compared to 29% for nonparenting students (Contreras-Mendez
& Cruse, 2021).
Given the significant number of student parents in college and the indisputable
benefits of college degree attainment for single mothers, many institutions have
implemented programs and policies to aid student persistence. In higher education,
persistence relates to the students’ ability to progress in their programs without
significant interruptions, and retention relates to specific institutions and their ability to
retain students at the same institution. Therefore, students can persist toward degree
completion without being retained at a single institution—students may transfer to one or
several institutions along the way. Resources such as Title IX accommodations,
affordable childcare, family housing, financial assistance, mental health services, support
groups, and family-friendly spaces positively impact students’ persistence to degree
attainment. Furthermore, supportive advising from faculty and staff has also been found
to contribute to student parent academic success (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021).
While many staff and faculty members may impact student persistence to degree
completion, academic advisors provide crucial support to parenting students, especially
those transitioning from pregnancy to parenthood. In addition, academic advisors are a
valuable student resource because they possess unique knowledge of both academic
programs and university resources (Tehan, 2007). Examining academic advisor behaviors
and their impact on persistence is essential to providing a more equitable educational
experience for pregnant and parenting students.
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Background
Over the last century, degree attainment has become increasingly important for
individuals and society. For years, the United States was the leading country for the
highest degree attainment for ages 25 to 34 years. By 2016, however, the United States
dropped to 12th place. In 2009, President Barack Obama responded to this decline by
setting a goal that by 2020, the United States would have the highest proportion of
college graduates in the world. This would require millions of Americans to earn a degree
with the ultimate goal of 60% degree attainment for ages 25 to 34 years by 2020 (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016).
The attitudes and beliefs toward degree attainment have shifted in recent years. A
degree is no longer seen as a pathway for a talented few but rather a prerequisite for
growing jobs and a new economy; jobs that require education beyond a high school
diploma are growing more rapidly than jobs that do not (The White House, 2016). To
keep up with this demand, earning a bachelor’s degree is increasingly viewed as the key
to landing a well-paying job.
The United States fell short of meeting President Obama’s 60% attainment goal
by 2020 (Lumina Foundation, 2022). By 2020, the nation had reached 53.9% degree
attainment for ages 25 to 34, 6.1% below the target. However, Lumina Foundation (2022)
continues to track the nation’s progress toward 60% attainment and has set a new goal to
reach 60% degree attainment by 2025 for Americans ages 25 to 64. This is an optimistic
goal, and following the current attainment trends, the United States will not reach 60%
degree attainment until 2042 (Hensley et al., 2021). Although the initial focus was on
recruiting high school graduates to attend college for the first time, more attention has
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been drawn in recent years to recruit adults who hold some college credit but have not yet
returned to complete their degrees.
Who are these adults, and what stands in their way of degree attainment? It is
estimated that one in five adults ages 25 to 64 (34.8 million people) hold some college
credit but no degree—more than a third of whom are parents of at least one child
(Hensley et al., 2021). Thus, it is very unlikely that the United States will reach its goal
attainment rate without taking steps to reengage and retain parenting students (Hensley et
al., 2021).
Theoretical Foundations: Persistence Theories in Higher Education
Persistence is the quality that allows someone to continue in pursuit of a goal,
even when challenges arise (Tinto, 2017). In higher education, persistence refers to
continued enrollment (National Student Clearinghouse [NSC] Research Center, 2015).
Retention is closely related to persistence; however, there are key differences. An
institution’s retention rate reveals how many students who begin at the institution earn
their degree from that institution. High retention rates are often viewed as an important
indicator of the quality or prestige of an institution. On the other hand, persistence shifts
the focus away from institutions and onto students. Persistence of students moves them
successfully from one session to the next regardless of whether they transfer to multiple
institutions along the way. These small yet continual steps toward the finish line are the
key to degree attainment.
Many theories have been developed on student persistence. It is important to
understand why students drop out, but it is equally important to understand why they
stay. What keeps students moving forward toward their degree? Why do some students
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persist while others drop out? What factors impact a student’s ability to persist, and what
ultimately influences their decision? Specific persistence theories, such as the model of
student persistence (Tinto, 2015), student involvement theory (Astin, 1984/1999), and
model of nontraditional undergraduate student attrition (Bean & Metzner, 1985) have
attempted to address these questions.
Model of Student Persistence
Tinto’s (2015) model of student persistence first emerged in 1975 and evolved in
subsequent decades. Today, Tinto’s model is considered foundational and one of the first
attempts to explain retention from the student’s perspective, not the university’s.
According to Tinto, the goal of degree attainment often leads students to begin college
initially; however, the student’s college experiences motivate the student to persist.
Therefore, persistence is closely linked to motivation. The key dimensions that motivate a
student to persist are student efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceived value of the
curriculum (Tinto, 2015). Tinto stated, “Persistence then is closely linked to students’
perceptions of their experiences” (p. 11).
Student Involvement Theory
Although Tinto’s (2015) theory focuses on student motivation, Astin’s
(1984/1999) theory focuses on student involvement. Astin (1984/1999) stated, “Student
involvement refers to the physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to
the academic experience” (p. 518). According to Astin, the behavioral aspects of student
involvement are critical to understanding persistence because they are more measurable
and visible than traits like motivation. Astin’s theory has important implications for
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academic advisors, counselors, and other university personnel who are in a unique
position to monitor student involvement and work to increase that involvement.
Model of Nontraditional Undergraduate Student Attrition
Although Tinto’s (2015) and Astin’s (1984/1999) theories have applied mainly to
the traditional college student, Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model of nontraditional
undergraduate student attrition aims to understand persistence factors for nontraditional
students. According to Bean and Metzner, the main difference in attrition between
nontraditional and traditional students is that nontraditional students are more affected by
the external environment than social integration variables. Environmental variables
include finances, hours of employment, outside encouragement, family responsibilities,
and the opportunity to transfer (Bean & Metzner, 1985).
Single Mother Persistence
Many factors impede or support degree attainment for single mothers in college.
Institutional barriers and personal challenges can prevent single mothers from persisting
in their degrees. Fortunately, there are also resources and support that can aid persistence.
Single Mother Persistence: Obstacles, Challenges, and Barriers
Single mothers encounter many institutional barriers throughout their college
journey. These barriers often impede a student’s ability to enroll in courses and step foot
on a college campus. Dodson and Deprez (2019) described the university culture of
exclusion as barring low-income mothers from success—institutional structures designed
for traditional students are a way of keeping mothers “in their place” and preventing them
from graduating their way out of poverty (p. 37). Those who step foot on college
campuses find it a constant, uphill battle to graduation.
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Although some studies on single mothers’ experiences have separated
institutional barriers from personal challenges, these concepts are interrelated. Gibson
(2012) found that single mothers face multiple challenges that often compound each other
to create desperate living conditions. In many cases, institutional barriers either cause or
magnify personal challenges for single mothers. The barriers and challenges identified for
single mothers include lack of family housing, lack of affordable childcare, time
constraints, financial issues, and lack of social support.
Lack of Family Housing. The lack of affordable and stable family housing is a
significant barrier for pregnant and parenting students (Kava et al., 2020). In a study
conducted by Nelson (2009), six out of nine single mother participants identified a lack
of on-campus housing as a major barrier to their persistence at a 4-year public university.
Unfortunately, many institutions are not equipped to accommodate undergraduate
students with dependents and often reserve family housing units for graduate students
only. For institutions with undergraduate family housing available, the wait lists are
competitive and often over a year long. To complicate this situation further, Brown and
Nichols (2013) found that students are largely unaware of the availability of housing
resources directed at them, and available information is often not successfully
disseminated within its target population.
Living on campus allows single mothers to be near university resources,
classrooms, and childcare facilities, if available. For many parenting students, on-campus
family housing eliminates the need for transportation. Family housing is important to
single mothers’ success, but availability of housing and access to housing information
continue to be an ongoing challenge.
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Lack of Affordable Childcare. In addition to family housing, access to childcare
remains a top barrier for single mothers in college. Affordable childcare is often the key
to single mothers’ success—without childcare, a single mother cannot attend class or
have sufficient time to study.
Although numerous studies have revealed that childcare is a much needed
resource, single mothers find it difficult or nearly impossible to find (T. Robinson, 2019;
Yakaboski, 2010). An analysis of the Survey of Campus Children’s Center Leaders
conducted by the Institute of Women’s Policy Research (Gault et al., 2017) revealed that
95% of childcare centers “maintained a waiting list with an average of 82 children”
(p. 9).
Time Constraints. Single mothers in college are often experts in time
management—they have learned to manage the dual roles of student and mother as a way
of survival. Despite having strong time management skills, single mothers do not have
enough time in the day to complete their school and parental obligations. Therefore, they
experience extreme constraints because of managing multiple roles (Dorris, 1996;
Nelson, 2009; T. Robinson, 2019). Additionally, Yakaboski (2010) found that university
schedules further complicate these time constraints for single mothers because university
schedules often do not align with K–12 schedules. Because single mothers are often
reliant on their children’s school or day care schedules, they are often faced with the
decision of skipping class or bringing their child to class with them.
Financial Issues. Single mothers are already susceptible to financial issues—
more than a third of single mothers live in poverty and 28.7% are food insecure
(Coleman-Jensen et al., 2020; Fins, 2020). The high cost of tuition, fees, housing, and
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childcare exacerbate financial problems. Dorris (1996), Nelson (2009), and T. Robinson
(2019) found financial issues to be a significant challenge for single mothers in college.
In addition, Yakaboski (2010) discovered that single mothers often pay high fees for
services that they cannot even use. For example, many institutions charge student fees to
cover activities and services such as sporting events and recreation centers. These
activities are often not designed to be family friendly, and single mothers are still
required to pay these fees.
Lack of Social Support. Lack of social support on and off campus significantly
impacts single mothers’ persistence. T. Robinson (2019) and Yakaboski (2010) found
that single mothers are often marginalized in college—they feel unwelcome to bring their
children on campus and lack a sense of belonging. When single mothers do not feel
support from their college, they build their support systems through family, friends, and
their community. According to Hicks (2018), family and peer support were positive
predictors for single mothers’ intent to persist. On the contrary, lack of support had
detrimental effects on single mothers’ persistence.
Single Mother Persistence: Supports
Single mothers encounter many barriers, but support services can aid single
mothers’ persistence to degree completion. These include Title IX accommodations and
campus resources.
Title IX Accommodations. Title IX accommodations are often crucial for single
mothers, especially those who experience pregnancy and childbirth throughout their
program. Title IX ensures that pregnant and parenting students do not experience
discrimination because of pregnancy or parental status. All public and private schools,

9

school districts, colleges, and universities receiving federal funds must comply with Title
IX; institutions must allow pregnant and parenting students to continue participating in
classes and extracurricular activities, allow students to make up missed assignments
without penalty, provide reasonable adjustments in the classroom, and excuse absences
because of pregnancy or childbirth (Office of Civil Rights, 2020a).
Campus Resources. Institutions vary dramatically in the types of resources and
services they offer students. Campus resources to support parenting students may include
peer support groups, student organizations, mentorship programs, scholarships, childcare
services, subsidized family housing, and family-friendly library spaces. Single mothers
may also use other general resources, such as tutoring, library, career services, and
academic advising.
Academic Advisor Behaviors
Academic advisors provide crucial support for parenting students, especially those
transitioning from pregnancy to early parenthood. Although the primary role of academic
advisors is to provide academic support and program guidance, they also help in many
other ways. Academic advisors connect students to important resources and policy
information, including Title IX. They refer students to specific support services based on
perceived student needs. Thus, they control who receives targeted referrals and who does
not.
In addition to serving as a liaison to partner offices and support services,
academic advisors serve as key sources of support and encouragement (Larkins, 2015).
They track students from day one to graduation, establishing a positive, trusting rapport.
Although students may have dozens of instructors throughout their educational journey,
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their academic advisor remains a constant contact; as such, academic advisors are
uniquely positioned to impact student persistence.
Theoretical Framework: Academic Advising Approaches
Although each academic advisor develops his or her advising style, many
academic advising approaches have been established as a framework for advising. Some
of the most well-known advising approaches include developmental, prescriptive,
learning centered, appreciative, strength based, and intrusive. Advisors often incorporate
a combination of these approaches in their daily practice and learn to identify the most
appropriate approach for each student.
Developmental
The developmental approach uses open-ended questions that enable the academic
advisor to learn about students’ goals, dreams, and aspirations. With developmental
advising, students are heavily involved in the decision-making process.
Prescriptive
The prescriptive approach is a very straightforward approach to advising in which
the advisor maps out exactly what classes a student needs to enroll in and what actions to
take next. The student has little input in the decision-making process.
Learning Centered
Learning-centered advising focuses on teaching—the primary focus is to teach
students how to navigate college. The learning-centered approach is crucial for firstgeneration students, nontraditional students, and other vulnerable populations unfamiliar
with higher education.
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Appreciative
Appreciative advising is a collaborative approach that follows six phases:
“disarm, discover, dream, design, deliver, and don’t settle” (Bloom et al., 2008, p. 34).
Advisors follow these steps to acknowledge students’ progress and challenge students to
set new goals.
Strength Based
Strength-based advising is an approach that focuses on identifying and building of
students’ unique strengths. This approach explicitly challenges the deficit mindset and
assumes that students benefit from building their strengths rather than correcting
weaknesses.
Intrusive
Intrusive advising focuses on being proactive rather than reactive. The main goal
of intrusive advising is to front-load information and identify and correct potential issues
before they become larger problems.
Research on Academic Advising and Persistence
There have been many studies on the impact of academic advising and mentoring
on persistence for graduate and doctoral-level student mothers (Ferree, 2018; Mirick &
Wladkowski, 2019; Wladkowski & Mirick, 2019). In addition, there have been
significant studies on undergraduate single mothers’ barriers, challenges, and experiences
in college (Coronel, 2020; DelMar, 2021; Gibson, 2012; Vann-Johnson, 2004; Vyskocil,
2018; Yakaboski, 2010). However, the impact of academic advisor behaviors on
persistence for single mothers in college has not yet been explored.
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Statement of the Research Problem
The United States must reach 60% degree attainment for all adults ages 25 to 64
by 2025 to “meet the nation’s need for talent and to ensure that all Americans have real
opportunity to learn, grow, and thrive” (Lumina Foundation, 2022, p. 1). Following
current attainment trends, the United States will not meet this goal by 2025. If institutions
do not take immediate action to support adults with children, the nation’s 60% attainment
goal will not be reached until 2042 (Hensley et al., 2021).
Degree attainment trajectories by marital status, parental status, and gender reveal
that single parents will be the last group to reach 60% degree attainment when compared
to married parents and adults without children. Following current trends, single mothers
and single fathers will not reach 60% degree attainment until 2048 and 2052, respectively
(Hensley et al., 2021). To close these attainment and equity gaps, universities must
address the unique persistence needs of single parents.
Single mothers in college more than doubled between 1999 and 2012 (Kruvelis et
al., 2017). Today, nearly 10% of all undergraduate students in the United States are single
mothers (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). Although single mothers have become a growing
population in higher education, they are more than six times less likely to graduate with a
degree than women in college without children (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). What are the
outcomes for single mothers who do not earn a college degree? First, single mothers’
education level directly impacts their likelihood of living in poverty; single mothers with
just a high school diploma are three times more likely to live in poverty than those with a
bachelor’s degree (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). The payoff of degree attainment for single
mothers is substantial. Those who earn a college degree experience greater lifetime
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earnings, pay more in taxes, and are much less likely to rely on public assistance (Cruse,
Milli, et al., 2019). Supporting single mothers to degree completion benefits individuals,
families, communities, and society.
Given the substantial presence of parents in higher education and their unique
retention challenges, how can universities support single mothers’ persistence to degree
completion? Some colleges have responded by implementing specific support services
and programs to aid single mothers’ persistence. Examples include family housing,
subsidized childcare, family-friendly campus spaces, financial assistance/scholarships,
Title IX accommodations, peer support groups, mentoring programs, and mental health
services. Unfortunately, although these supports positively impact single mothers, they
have not been enough to close equity and attainment gaps.
Single mothers interact with various staff and faculty members throughout their
college journey. Ruff (2021) and Navarro-Cruz et al. (2020) recommended examining
social networks—specifically, staff members, academic advisors, and college
counselors—to better understand the persistence needs of pregnant and parenting
students. Academic advisors are uniquely positioned to impact single mother persistence
because they track students closely from day one to degree completion. However, little is
known about the impact of academic advisor behaviors on single mothers’ persistence.
The closest studies on this topic have focused on the role of academic advising on
graduate and doctoral student parent persistence (Ferree, 2018; Mirick & Wladkowski,
2019). Undergraduate single mother persistence is a critical area to explore because the
challenges and needs of pregnant and single mother undergraduates likely differ from
those of graduate or doctoral students. More research is needed to better understand the
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academic advisor’s role in persistence to degree completion for undergraduate single
mothers.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe academic
advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through
the lens of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university.
Research Questions
1. What factors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to impact student
persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year
nontraditional university?
2. What academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers identify that
impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
4-year nontraditional university?
3. What identified academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?
Significance of the Research Problem
Nearly 10% of undergraduate students in the United States—1.7 million
students—are single mothers (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). Despite single mothers
comprising a significant portion of the undergraduate student population, they are still
much less likely to graduate than any other group. Only 8% of single mothers will earn
an associate’s or bachelor’s degree within 6 years compared to 50% of women without
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children and 19% of married mothers (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). This variation in degree
attainment rates by parental and marital status creates a need to increase understanding of
factors that impact persistence to degree completion for single mothers.
Supportive and positive interactions with faculty and staff have been found to aid
persistence of single mothers and may even be instrumental to their success (Bondar,
2020; Hicks, 2018; Vann-Johnson, 2004). Unlike instructors and other university
personnel who may briefly enter a student’s life, academic advisors are in a unique
position to impact students’ persistence as they interact with students over time. Thus far,
studies have shown that academic advising support positively impacts single parent and
single mother persistence (E. E. P. Robinson, 2010; T. Robinson, 2019; Tehan, 2007).
However, research has yet to uncover which specific academic advising behaviors have
the greatest impact on persistence for pregnant and single mothers. Without knowing
what pregnant and single mothers need from their academic advisors to persist, it is
unclear what steps academic advisors can take to be most proactive and effective.
Further investigation of the role of academic advisor behaviors on persistence
could provide insight into what pregnant and single mothers need most from staff and
faculty interactions and what behaviors they perceive to have the most significant impact
on their persistence. Identifying and examining these specific behaviors is important
because it will enable academic advisors to be better positioned to retain students to
degree completion. For higher education leaders, administrators, and stakeholders, this
study will add to the limited number of studies on advising single mothers in college.
Given the significant presence of single mothers in higher education, this study could
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help in increasing retention outcomes for universities and result in greater degree
attainment overall for this country.
Definitions
All key terms related to the variables in the study are defined in this section.
These definitions indicate how the terms were used in the study and provided a consistent
way of describing participants.
Academic Advising. A process by which an institutional representative gives
insight or direction to a college student about an academic, social, or personal matter; the
nature of this direction may be to inform, suggest, counsel, discipline, coach, mentor, or
even teach (Kuhn, 2008).
Academic Advisor. University staff or faculty member whose primary role is to
provide academic advising services to students.
Nontraditional Student. A nontraditional student is identified by the presence of
one or more of the following seven characteristics:
1) had delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, 2) attends school parttime, 3) is financially independent, 4) works full time while enrolled, 5) has
dependents other than a spouse 6) is a single parent, or 7) did not obtain a
standard high school diploma. (Horn & Carroll, 1996, p. i)
Nontraditional University. A university that primarily serves a nontraditional
student population.
Persistence. The quality that allows someone to continue in pursuit of a goal even
when challenges arise (Tinto, 2017). In higher education, persistence refers to continued
enrollment (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2015).
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Retention. Continued enrollment at the same higher education institution
(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2015).
Single Mother. A mother who is parenting a child under the age of 18 without
help from a partner or spouse. The use of this term within this study was on a selfidentified rather than a legal basis.
Single Parent. An individual who is parenting a child under the age of 18 without
help from a partner or spouse. Single parent can be used to refer to a mother or father.
The use of this term within this study is on a self-identified rather than a legal basis.
Student Parent/Parenting Student. A student who has at least one dependent
child under the age of 18. A student’s dependent must receive more than half of his or her
support from the student parent during the school year (Huelsman & Engle, 2013). For
this study, student parent is used interchangeably with parenting student.
Teen Mother. A mother who is between the age of 13 and 19 when she gives
birth.
Delimitations
The delimitations of this study are as follows:
• Delimited to self-identified single mothers who were both pregnant and single
mothers while enrolled in a bachelor’s degree program.
• Delimited to single mothers who completed their first bachelor’s degree from a
nontraditional university with at least one campus in California.
• Delimited to single mothers who completed their first bachelor’s degree between
June 2020 and September 2022.
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Organization of the Study
This study consists of five chapters. Chapter I introduced the study, provided
background on the topic, statement of the research problem, purpose statement, research
questions, significance, definitions of variables in the study, and delimitations. Chapter II
provides a comprehensive review of the literature. Chapter III details the research design
and methodology of the study. Chapter IV describes the research design, data collection
process, and findings. Finally, Chapter V concludes the study with findings, conclusions,
implications, and next steps.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This literature review provides a synthesis of literature related to the variables in
this study: persistence and academic advising behaviors. The chapter begins with a
historical review of higher education degree attainment and persistence in the United
States. A comprehensive examination of major persistence theories is presented. This
review of the literature synthesizes important studies related to the study’s population:
single mothers in college. An overview of the obstacles, challenges, and barriers single
mothers face in college, along with the supports proven to aid in their persistence, are
also detailed. This literature review synthesizes what is currently known about the role of
the academic advisor in relation to student persistence. Furthermore, an overview of
academic advising approaches and behaviors is thoroughly explained. This literature
review aims to present the reader with a comprehensive picture of the current field of
knowledge regarding student persistence and academic advising behaviors related to
pregnant and single mothers in college. The researcher used a synthesis matrix
(Appendix A) to support the literature synthesis in this chapter.
Historical Review of U.S. Degree Attainment
Higher education institutions in the United States began early in the colonial
period because one of the most important missions of colonial colleges was to prepare
men to be ministers or priests (Snyder, 1993). Religiously affiliated colleges helped meet
the need of religious leaders and played an integral role in the “general diffusion of
knowledge” (Snyder, 1993, p. 63). Over time, higher education institutions evolved in
both structure and purpose. In the United States, private and public institutions emerged
into universities, state colleges, and community colleges. In the centuries that followed,
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higher education institutions expanded to reach more people than ever before.
Furthermore, degree and certificate options expanded vastly to offer more specialized
areas of focus for students to choose from.
U.S. Bachelor’s Degree Attainment
With the rapid growth of colleges across the United States, the number of
bachelor’s degrees conferred has also increased substantially. The periods of most rapid
growth were in the 1920s, 1940s, and 1960s. During the 20th century, a growing number
of young people sought to access higher education (Snyder, 1993). During the 1980s,
bachelor’s degree attainment continued to grow even though there was a decline in the
traditional college-aged population. This decline may be partially attributed to the rising
graduation rate of older students (Snyder, 1993).
Women earning bachelor’s degrees rose slowly during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. A dramatic increase in bachelor’s degree attainment among women was seen in
the 1940s as large numbers of men left home to fight in World War II (Snyder, 1993).
The percentage of women in the United States attending college continued to rise in the
decades that followed. In 1950, only 24% of graduates were women; in 1970, 43% were
women. By the 1980s, women had surpassed men in degree attainment rates and held
53% of all bachelor’s degrees in the United States (Snyder, 1993).
Bachelor’s degree attainment plays an important role for individuals and society.
The economic benefits of degree attainment are observable at the individual, city, state,
and national levels (Trostel, 2015). Americans with bachelor’s degrees experienced
greater lifetime earnings, had a higher chance of being employed, reported being in better
health, and experienced a longer life expectancy than those who did not hold a degree
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(Trostel, 2015). In addition, the incidence of poverty was found to be three and a half
times lower for those with bachelor’s degrees (Trostel, 2015).
On a national level, bachelor’s degree attainment has become necessary to
maintain an economically competitive workforce. The degree ensures that citizens have
the skills and knowledge needed to fill industry-specific jobs and that companies can
survive without outsourcing talent. Yet despite the importance of degree attainment, the
United States has been steadily surpassed by other countries since 1990. In 1990, the
United States ranked first in the world in 4-year degree attainment; by 2016, the United
States ranked 12th (The White House, 2016). While overall degree attainment rates have
remained high in the United States, other countries have increased their attainment levels
at a much faster rate (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD],
2012).
U.S. Attainment Goals
Personal and cultural attitudes toward degree attainment have shifted dramatically
in recent years—college is no longer seen as a pathway for a talented few but rather a
prerequisite for growing jobs and a new economy (The White House, 2016). An
increasing number of jobs in the United States now require education beyond a high
school diploma. The Center on Education and the Workforce projected that 35% of all
job openings in 2020 would require at least a bachelor’s degree, and 30% of job openings
would require at least some college or an associate degree (Carnevale et al., 2013).
Similarly, projections by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics revealed that about half of
all occupations between 2020 to 2030 will require a postsecondary degree (Torpey,
2021).
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In response to both shifting attitudes and economic needs, President Barack
Obama set a national degree attainment goal in 2009, early in his term as president. This
goal stated that by 2020, the United States would have the highest degree attainment in
the world. To reach this goal, the United States would need to reach 60% degree
attainment for all adults between the ages of 25 and 34 (U.S. Department of Education,
2016). Unfortunately, the United States did not meet this goal; by 2020, the United States
only had 51.9% degree attainment, 8.1% below target.
Although the United States fell short of President Obama’s 2020 attainment goal,
the desire to still reach 60% attainment continues to persist. Degree attainment is still
recognized as a critical component in sustaining the workforce while staying competitive
globally. Lumina Foundation is an independent private foundation that continues to track
the nation’s progress toward 60% attainment. The foundation has now set a revised goal
for the United States: to reach 60% attainment for all Americans ages 25 to 64 by 2025.
Current Climate and Future Trajectory
Following the current attainment trends, the United States will not reach 60%
degree attainment until 2042 (Hensley et al., 2021). Initially, the focus was on recruiting
more high school graduates to pursue college. However, the realization that high school
graduates alone will not be enough to reach national attainment goals has prompted a
major shift in recruiting adults. According to Pingel et al. (2016), even if 100% of high
school students graduate and go to college, states will still fall short of reaching 60%
degree attainment by 2025. Engaging adults who hold some college credit but have not
yet returned to complete their degrees is essential to reaching the nation’s attainment
goals.
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One in five adults ages 25 to 64 (34.8 million people) hold some college credit but
no degree, more than a third of whom are parents of at least one child (Hensley et al.,
2021). According to an analysis of data from the Institute of Women’s Policy Research, it
is very unlikely that the United States will reach its goal attainment rate without taking
steps to reengage and retain parenting students (Hensley et al., 2021).
Single Mother Degree Attainment
The review of the literature on degree attainment reveals that parenting students
have significantly lower rates of degree attainment than nonparenting students (Center for
Women Policy Studies, 2004; Contreras-Mendez, 2021; Cruse et al., 2020; Kruvelis et
al., 2017). Cruse et al. (2020) reported that only 37% of all parenting students complete a
degree within 6 years compared to 60% of nonparenting students. Furthermore,
Contreras-Mendez and Cruse (2021) found that students with children are nearly twice as
likely as students who are not parents to leave college within 6 years of enrollment.
The data on degree attainment for parenting students are even more bleak for lowincome single mothers. For example, out of all single mothers who entered college in the
United States between 2003 and 2009, only 28% earned a degree or certificate compared
to 40% of married mothers and 57% of women who were not parenting (Kruvelis et al.,
2017).
Specifically, the road to degree completion is even more challenging for lowincome single mothers. According to the Center for Women Policy Studies (2004),
33.7% of low-income single mothers will take more than 10 years to complete a
bachelor’s degree compared to 15.6% of all women and 12.7% of all men. These
disparities in overall degree attainment rates and length of time to degree completion
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suggest equity issues and structural barriers in higher education. These issues and barriers
may impact single mothers’ ability to persist to degree completion.
Theoretical Foundations: Persistence Theories in Higher Education
The retention issue in higher education is nothing new; leaders, researchers, and
stakeholders have spent decades trying to explain and improve student retention. In
higher education, retention refers to continued enrollment at the same institution (NSC
Research Center, 2015). Across all universities, retention rates are largely regarded as a
significant data point. Retention rates are continually tracked and are considered one of
the key indicators of institutional effectiveness and success (Astin, 1987). When
universities retain students, they can depend on a steady flow of enrollment and revenue
(Tinto, 2017). As a result, retention rates can affect a university’s rankings, reputation,
and financial well-being (Delen, 2011).
Although retention prioritizes the enrollment needs of the university, persistence
shifts the focus to the needs and best interest of the student (Tinto, 2017). Persistence in
higher education simply refers to continued enrollment in courses (NSC Research Center,
2015). Although retention focuses on students’ continued enrollment at the same
institution, persistence focuses on continual enrollment in general, which may occur at
one institution or several. Thus, students can persist and make progress toward their
degree through the completion of credits even if they transfer to another university or
several universities along the way.
This shift from retention to persistence in higher education guides leaders to view
students not just as a number but as individuals whose ultimate goal is to obtain a degree.
This may seem like a straightforward goal, but students often experience significant
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obstacles, challenges, and barriers at some point that affect their ability to persist to
degree completion.
Why do some students persist in degree completion while others do not? What
can universities do to help students persist? Many theories have provided a foundation for
explaining student persistence in higher education. These theories have helped higher
education leaders, researchers, and stakeholders better understand factors that may help
or hinder persistence. Most notable of these theories are Tinto’s (2015) model of student
motivation and persistence, Astin’s (1984/1999) student involvement theory, and Bean
and Metzner’s (1985) model of nontraditional student attrition.
Tinto’s Model of Student Motivation and Persistence
Tinto (2015) is primarily regarded as a major theorist in higher education and one
of the seminal authors on college dropout, departure, retention, motivation, and
persistence. One of Tinto’s theories is his conceptual model of student motivation and
persistence. Although retention has largely been the focus of higher education, Tinto
argued that students do not seek to be retained; they seek to persist. Therefore, this model
provides unique insight into persistence “through the eyes of students” (Tinto, 2015,
p. 1). Tinto (2015, 2017) regarded persistence as closely related to motivation because
students must be motivated to expend effort when challenges arise. The key dimensions
of student motivation are self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and perceived value of the
curriculum.
Self-Efficacy
Students’ self-efficacy influences how they address goals, tasks, and challenges
(Tinto, 2015). When students have a strong sense that they can achieve a goal, they are
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more likely to continue to work toward it even when challenges arise. Tinto (2015)
argued that self-efficacy is not fixed and that it is learned rather than inherited. Selfefficacy applies not only to academic tasks but also to aspects of a student’s personal life.
Tinto wrote that self-efficacy relates to students’ perception of their ability to manage
college with other responsibilities such as work and family obligations.
Sense of Belonging
Students’ sense of belonging is another important aspect of Tinto’s (2015) model
of student motivation and persistence. Tinto specifically highlighted that a student’s sense
of belonging relates to his or her perceived sense of belonging, not so much the level of
engagement. According to Tinto, students who see themselves as belonging to an
institution are more likely to persist, but feelings of being out of place can lead to
students’ withdrawal.
Perceived Value of the Curriculum
Students’ perceived value of the curriculum also impacts persistence. Students’
perception of the quality and relevance of the curriculum impacts how much time and
effort they are willing to invest in it (Tinto, 2015). Therefore, students need to feel that
what they are learning is worth their time to persist in challenging times. On the contrary,
when students see the curriculum as something irrelevant or low quality, this can hinder
student persistence because students are less likely to invest time in something they do
not perceive as worthwhile.
Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement
Astin’s (1984/1999) theory of student involvement states that the greater the
student’s involvement in college, the greater the student’s learning and personal
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development. This theory grew out of the realization that factors that contributed to
students persisting in college were linked to involvement, but factors that contributed to
students’ dropping out were linked to a lack of involvement. Astin’s theory of student
involvement provides a unique framework to view student persistence and attrition.
According to Astin (1984/1999), student involvement is “the quantity and quality of
the physical and psychological energy that students invest in the college experience”
(p. 528). Students’ time and energy are viewed as finite, institutional resources. Astin’s
theory contains five main postulates:
1. Involvement is an investment of physical and psychological energy.
2. Involvement occurs along a continuum.
3. Involvement has quantitative and qualitative features.
4. The amount of student learning and personal development is proportional to the
quality and quantity of student involvement.
5. The effectiveness of an educational policy or practice is related to its capacity to
increase student involvement.
Bean and Metzner’s Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition
Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual model of nontraditional undergraduate
student attrition was developed to better understand the attrition process for
nontraditional students. This model was developed in response to both the rising number
of nontraditional students in higher education and the realization that their unique needs
may significantly affect their decision to drop out (Bean & Metzner, 1985). This model
demonstrates that students’ dropout decisions are based on four sets of variables:
(a) defining and background, (b) academic, (c) environmental, and (d) intent to leave.
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Defining and Background Variables
According to Bean and Metzner (1985), defining variables include age,
enrollment status, and residence. This model assumes that older students will have more
family responsibilities, hours of employment, and higher levels of absenteeism than
younger students (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Because of higher levels of work and family
obligations, nontraditional students are also more likely to go to school part time and
reside off campus.
Background variables include students’ educational goals, high school
performance, ethnicity, and gender. According to Bean and Metzner (1985), educational
goals had significant indirect effects on student persistence. High school academic
performance was also seen as a strong predictor of persistence in college because of the
influence on college GPA. Ethnicity was also noted as a background variable because
minority students were assumed to have received a poorer secondary level education,
which then impacted college GPA. Last, gender is reported to have an indirect effect on
persistence because women’s roles tend to require women to take on greater family
responsibilities, limiting time for educational pursuits.
Academic Variables
According to Bean and Metzner (1985), academic variables that impact
persistence include study habits, academic advising, absenteeism, major certainty, and
course availability. These variables are all thought to have indirect effects on dropout
because they can impact a student’s GPA.
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Environmental Variables
A lack of finances, long hours working, lack of encouragement, family
responsibilities, and opportunity to transfer have direct effects on dropout decisions as
well as indirect effects on dropouts (Bean & Metzner, 2015). These environmental
variables relate to both the students’ circumstances and their perception of these
environmental barriers.
It is meaningful to note that Bean and Metzner (1985) claimed that the chief
difference between attrition of traditional and nontraditional students is that
nontraditional students are more affected by the external environment than traditional
students. Furthermore, the external environment is regarded as more important to
nontraditional students than academic variables. When a nontraditional student has a
strong environmental support network, this can compensate for low academic variables
(Bean & Metzner, 1985). However, the inverse situation is usually not true; strong
academic variables likely cannot compensate for lack of environmental support. If
students lack childcare, family and social support, and finances or cannot adjust their
work schedules to accommodate school, they will not be able to persist, even if academic
variables are strong (Bean & Metzner, 1985).
Intent to Leave
According to Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model of nontraditional student attrition,
a student’s intent to leave college is considered a strong predictor of actual college
dropout. Bean and Metzner’s model does not specify or distinguish between the reason
behind the intent. Therefore, a student’s intent to leave may be due to a temporary
interruption in enrollment such as a transfer or more permanent leave from college.
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Single Mother Persistence: Obstacles, Challenges, and Barriers
Single mothers face many obstacles, barriers, and challenges that negatively
impact their college experience (Ajayi, Ma, & Akinlotan, 2021; Ajayi, Odonkor, et al.,
2021; Austin & McDermott, 2003; Coronel, 2020; Dodson & Deprez, 2019; Freeman,
2020; Gibson, 2012; Navarro-Cruz et al., 2020; E. E. P. Robinson, 2010; Vyskocil, 2018;
Yakaboski, 2010). There are multiple lenses by which these obstacles, challenges, and
barriers may be viewed—the categorization of these is vast and abundant. Yakaboski
(2010) categorized barriers as institutional and cultural, E. E. P. Robinson (2010)
categorized barriers as situational or institutional, and Ajayi, Odonkor, et al. (2021)
categorized barriers as structural or individual. Furthermore, Ajayi, Odonkor, et al.’s
group barriers are categorized into four domains: Individual-Level factors, InterpersonalLevel factors, Institutional-Level factors, and Policy-Level factors. When describing
challenges for single mothers, Gibson (2012) categorized challenges as financial, social
support, cultural, and career, and Vyskocil (2018) grouped single mothers’ challenges by
location—either internal or external challenges.
Many institutional barriers that single mothers face throughout their college
experience either cause personal challenges or exacerbate existing personal challenges for
them. Because of this, barriers and challenges cannot be viewed in complete isolation.
Gibson (2012) found that single mothers “experienced multiple challenges that often
compounded on each other to create desperate living conditions” (p. 108). The
institutional barriers and personal challenges that single mothers face often interact,
impede, and compound one another.
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Although the categorization of barriers and challenges across studies differs, the
same concepts and themes emerge across studies. What are these barriers, and how do
they impact single mothers’ persistence to degree completion? The predominant and
recurrent challenges and barriers that single mothers face include a lack of on-campus
family housing, lack of affordable childcare, time constraints, financial issues, lack of
access to information, negative interaction, mental health issues, and the COVID-19
pandemic.
Lack of On-Campus Family Housing
Studies have revealed that living on campus directly and positively influences
undergraduate student persistence (Graham et al., 2021; Peters et al., 2018; Turk &
González Canché, 2019). For undergraduate student parents, housing is vital; therefore,
housing difficulties serve as a barrier to persistence, attendance, and academic success
(Austin & McDermott, 2003; Kava et al., 2020). Why is on-campus family housing so
critical? On-campus family housing can alleviate the need for transportation because it
enables student parents to be in proximity of their classrooms, childcare facilities, and
other campus resources. For single mothers specifically, access to on-campus family
housing can assist in lessening the physical and situational barriers related to housing
(Vann-Johnson, 2004).
Despite the benefits of on-campus family housing for students with children, few
universities in the United States offer housing to accommodate undergraduate students
with children. Undergraduate parenting students are restricted from living in dormitories
with their children. They must reside in specific family housing, if available. According
to the Campus Family Housing Database, only 8% of all colleges and universities in the
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United States offer on-campus family housing, which does not consider the affordability
or actual availability of family housing units (Green, 2020). Universities often group
graduate and family housing together, leaving undergraduate student parents on long,
impacted wait lists, which can span years. To complicate the situation further,
information regarding undergraduate family housing is not widely disseminated and is
not well advertised, leaving students largely unaware of their housing resources (Austin
& McDermott, 2003; Brown & Nichols, 2013). As a result of these compounding factors,
family housing in the United States has become scarce and very difficult for student
parents to obtain (Austin & McDermott, 2003; Green, 2020).
Students who cannot secure on-campus family housing must live off-campus
within a commutable distance. The problem with this is both affordability and
accessibility; communities where universities are located typically have very low vacancy
rates for rental housing (Austin & McDermott, 2003). Student parents are greatly
disadvantaged in this aspect when compared to nonparenting students. According to
Austin and McDermott (2003), students without dependents can easily pool their
resources to share a two- or three-bedroom apartment, but a student parent with minor
children cannot. These equity issues and barriers are particularly severe for single
mothers because nine out of 10 single mothers pursuing college have incomes at or near
the federal poverty line (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). The extreme financial strain single
mothers experience, paired with the scarcity of affordable housing options on or near
campus, serves as a significant barrier.
Student parents not only struggle to find on-campus family housing but also
struggle with housing in general. Housing insecurity is higher among parenting students
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because financial issues often impede their ability to afford housing (Ajayi, Odonkor, et
al., 2021; Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020; Kava et al., 2020; Soria et al., 2020).
Both housing insecurity and homelessness are prevalent in the student parent population.
A 2019 survey of over 23,000 parenting students revealed that 68% were housing
insecure, and 17% were homeless (Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020). Many parenting students
are from low-socioeconomic backgrounds and cannot afford the cost of tuition, childcare,
transportation, and housing (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2020).
Although housing has been identified as a need for parenting students, it appears
to affect students differently based on marital status and level of support (Brown &
Nichols, 2013). With limited financial resources, single mothers seem to experience the
greatest need for housing and suffer the most from a lack of it. As sole providers for their
children, single mothers must both prioritize and balance their needs as a student parent
with the need to provide for their children. Because of housing insecurity, many students
withdraw from college and opt to work full time to afford a better living situation and
meet basic needs (Coronel, 2020).
Lack of Affordable Childcare
A lack of affordable childcare serves as a substantial barrier and challenge for
student parents (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021; Cruse et al., 2018; Eckerson et al., 2016;
Gibson, 2012; Tehan, 2007). Childcare centers on campus benefit student parents in
several ways—they are often more affordable and higher quality than other childcare
centers (Cruse et al., 2018). Unfortunately, the United States has seen a decline in oncampus childcare centers in recent years. An analysis of national data conducted by the
Institute of Women’s Policy Research found that the share of public institutions offering
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childcare services declined by 14% over the last 15 years—from 59% in 2004 to 45% in
2019 (Cruse et al., 2018).
In addition to declining campus childcare services nationwide, campuses that do
provide these services are extremely impacted (Eckerson et al., 2016). A 2016 analysis of
data from the Campus Children’s Center Leaders survey revealed that the average
waiting list at campus childcare centers was 80 children. The most impacted childcare
slots were for infants and toddlers where wait lists contained over 200 families (Cruse et
al., 2021). In these unpromising circumstances, student parents are often forced to seek
childcare elsewhere.
Based on the Report to Congressional Requesters by the U.S. Government
Accountability Office (2019), about half of student parents had childcare expenses in
addition to other expenses and paid an average of about $490 per month. Student parents’
ability to both find and afford childcare varies dramatically by state (Eckerson et al.,
2016). To make access barriers worse, many states impose strict eligibility rules for
parents to be eligible for childcare assistance, including a minimum number of hours a
student must work per week, degree restrictions, and time limits to use childcare
subsidies (Eckerson et al., 2016). These restrictions may serve as further barriers to
childcare access and can significantly impact students’ ability to persist in their degree
programs.
Time Constraints
Several studies have identified time constraints as a challenge or barrier for
student parents (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021; Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020;
Tehan, 2007; Vyskocil, 2018). Not having enough time in the day to keep up with school
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and parenting was a theme identified in multiple studies (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021;
Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020; Lindsay, 2017; Tehan, 2007; Vyskocil, 2018).
Balancing the dual role of both student and parent results in competing time demands
leading to pressures to produce identities to be both a “good mom” and “good student”
(Vyskocil, 2018, p. iv).
Time poverty, or the lack of time to fulfill daily responsibilities, is common
among student parents (Albelda, 2011; Contreras-Mendez & Cruse, 2021; Conway et al.,
2021; Cruse et al., 2020; Wladis et al., 2018). How severe is time poverty, and how does
it affect single parents in college? Cruse et al. (2018) found that single mothers in college
spend 9 hr a day on care and housework; female nonparenting students spend under 2 hr
each day on all these activities combined. With these added demands, something must
give; single mothers spent less time sleeping, exercising, and doing homework than
female nonparenting students (Cruse et al., 2018). Furthermore, time poverty more
severely impacts students with young, preschool-aged children (Conway et al., 2021;
Wladis et al., 2018).
Financial Issues
Single mother households are some of the poorest households in the United
States—more than a third live in poverty, and 28.7% are food insecure (Coleman-Jensen
et al., 2020; Fins, 2020). For single mothers attending college, nine in 10 mothers have
incomes at or near the federal poverty line (Cruse, Milli, et al., 2019). It is no surprise
that single mothers struggle to pay for their education while meeting their family’s basic
needs. Several studies have shed light on the financial issues single mothers and student
parents face in college (Dorris, 1996; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020; Huelsman & Engle,
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2013; Miller, 2012; Nelson, 2009; Radey & Cheatham, 2013, E. E. P. Robinson, 2010;
Soria et al., 2020; Yakaboski, 2010). Furthermore, financial issues are specifically
identified as barriers or obstacles to single mothers’ experience in college (Nelson, 2009;
Yakaboski, 2010).
In the United States, students must complete the Free Application for Federal
Student Aid (FAFSA) to apply for financial aid, including federal grants and loans.
Although single mothers are much more likely to be financially disadvantaged than their
peers, nearly “one-third of single parents do not apply for aid at all” (Huelsman & Engle,
2013, p. 6). Furthermore, Radey et al. (2013) discovered that “the poorest aid-eligible
single mothers filed at lower than expected rates” (p. 261).
Single mothers who apply for aid take out more loans than traditional student
classmates and hold more debt after graduation; the average cumulative debt of single
parents in 2008 was $28,871 compared to $23,748 for students without children (Miller,
2012). Factoring in all financial aid, scholarships, family support, and income from
employment, single mothers are left with a median of $5,500 in unmet financial need,
which is $2,000 higher than students without children (Cruse et al., 2020b). These
compounding factors of vulnerability to poverty and unmet financial need, coupled with
low application rates for aid, put single mothers at increased risk for ongoing financial
challenges.
Lack of Access to Information
Perhaps one of the most detrimental obstacles to single mothers’ success is a lack
of access to information and resources. Multiple studies have shed light on the poor
dissemination of program and resource information for student parents (Ascend & JED
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Foundation, 2021; Brown & Nichols, 2013; Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020).
These information gaps were prevalent across multiple resources, including housing
resources (Brown & Nichols, 2013) and public assistance programs, such as CalWORKs
and C.A.R.E. (Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020), and mental health resources
(Ascend & JED Foundation, 2021).
How severe is this information gap, and how does it affect student parents? A
study conducted by Coronel (2020) found that 76% of student parents were unaware of
public assistance programs; Ascend & JED Foundation (2021) found that 40% of student
parents were unaware of mental health resources provided by their schools. In the
absence of effective communication and dissemination of information, the existence of
programs and supports for student parents is rendered useless. This lack of knowledge of
resources and support was found to hinder parents from postsecondary pathways
(Coronel, 2020).
Negative Interactions
Negative interactions with staff, faculty, and peers also impact student
persistence. According to Tinto (2015), even one negative interaction can impact
persistence and “reverberate in ways that alter students’ sense of belonging within the
institution” (p. 8). Furthermore, even the smallest of events can impact a student’s desire
to persist (Tinto, 2015). In a study by Capps (2012), students who felt that their advisors
did not care indicated that their advisor’s dismissive attitude was one of the reasons they
left college. An investigation of nontraditional women’s experiences during advising
revealed that negative interactions could leave students feeling “marginalized,
discounting, or rejected” (Auguste et al., 2018, p. 46).
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Several studies have found that student parents experience negative interactions
that can contribute to a negative climate and feelings of isolation and impact their sense
of belonging (Auguste et al., 2018; Navarro-Cruz et al., 2020; Yakaboski, 2010). A
phenomenological qualitative study at an urban community college conducted by DelMar
(2021) found that single mothers could recall at least one negative interaction with a
faculty member. Although the participants in the study could recall at least one negative
experience, it is important to note that they still felt like most of the faculty they
interacted with were supportive (DelMar, 2021). Similarly, a study conducted by Navarro
(2019) found that 10% of single mothers reported experiencing negative interactions with
staff, and 70% expressed issues with peer interactions and relationships.
Mental Health: Stress and Guilt
Recent studies have suggested that student parents experience high levels of stress
(Ascend & JED Foundation, 2021; Coronel, 2020; Gibson, 2012; Lovell & Scott, 2020;
Nikiforidou & Holmes, 2022; Scharp & Dorrance Hall, 2019). A 2021 study conducted
by Ascend and JED Foundation revealed that 43% of student parents in the United States
experienced extreme stress that affected their mental health and educational success.
Community college student parents rated their stress level, on average, as 9 out of 10,
with 1 being the least stressed and 10 being the most stressed (Coronel, 2020). Student
parents experience stress because of several compounding factors and situations. In a
study conducted by Scharp and Dorrance Hall (2019), parenting stress and academic
stress were identified and found to be positively related; additionally, the higher the
reported stress the more somatic symptoms were also reported.
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In addition to stress, student parents also report feelings of guilt (Brooks, 2015;
Lovell & Scott, 2020; Nikiforidou & Holmes, 2022; E. E. P. Robinson, 2010; S. Smith,
2019; Vyskocil, 2018). Multiple obligations, roles, and responsibilities combined with a
lack of time often result in feelings of guilt for student parents (E. E. P. Robinson, 2010;
S. Smith, 2019). In a study conducted by Nikiforidou and Holmes (2022), researchers
found that guilt over bad parenting was a common theme that was addressed in 35.5% of
responses; the guilt stemmed either from “inadequacy to give children attention (12.2%)
or through images of themselves as a parent” (p. 8). Furthermore, student parents
experienced guilt from feeling like they are missing out on events in their child’s life and
from not spending enough time with their child as they feel they should (Coronel, 2020;
Vyskocil, 2018). One key finding of Brooks (2015) was that student mothers,
specifically, were found to experience feelings of guilt more than student fathers.
COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic interrupted and negatively impacted parenting students’
education (Jarboe, 2021; Manze et al., 2021; Nikiforidou & Holmes, 2022). Student
parents already struggled with time poverty, financial issues, and mental health before the
COVID-19 pandemic began. Unfortunately, the pandemic created new challenges and
exacerbated existing challenges for student parents, placing additional strain on single
mothers.
The most prominent new challenge for student parents in the pandemic was filling
yet another role as both a teacher and 24/7 childcare provider for their children (Manze et
al., 2021). One consequence of the pandemic was significant childcare disruptions; care
that was previously provided by schools, day providers, or other family members was no
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longer available (Manze et al., 2021). Time demands and balancing childcare with their
own education were also found to be significant hardships for student parents (Jarboe,
2021; Nikiforidou & Holmes, 2022). A recent study of student parents in the pandemic
found that 46.2% of participants found it hard and 29.7% of participants found it very
hard to balance the demands of parenting and studying during lockdown (Nikiforidou &
Holmes, 2022). For single mothers, the responsibility of being the sole childcare provider
added to these existing time constraints and stress.
Student parents were also impacted financially because of the pandemic (Cruse et
al., 2020b). Single mothers, specifically, may have been disproportionally affected by the
economic effects of the pandemic because they already borrow more to pay for their
education than other students (Cruse et al., 2020b). In a study of caregivers during the
pandemic, child caregivers were more likely than adult caregivers to report unexpected
increases in technology spending, which may be due to needing to purchase additional
technology equipment to support their children’s remote learning (Soria et al., 2020).
This fact is consistent with findings from Cruse et al. (2020a), who noted that many
student parents had “limited or no broadband internet access and inadequate technology
resources to meet both their and their children’s remote educational needs” (p.1).
Last, the mental health impacts on parenting students during the COVID-19
pandemic cannot be ignored. A study of the experiences of low-income student parents
found that the pandemic was challenging to their mental health because most of the
participants suffered from depression, anxiety, and panic attacks (Jarboe, 2021).
Nikiforidou and Holmes (2022) also noted negative experiences for student parents
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during the COVID-19 pandemic, including heightened stress, worry, and guilt over bad
parenting.
In summary, student parents faced compounding obstacles, barriers, and
challenges in the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. The research by Jarboe (2021), Manze
et al. (2021), and Nikiforidou and Holmes (2022) is consistent in showing that COVID19 negatively impacted and interrupted parenting students’ lives, but there is still much
that is unknown. According to Ajayi, Ma, and Akinlotan (2021), “The direct long-term
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on educational pursuits of students who are single
parents and their children remains to be seen” (p. 235).
Single Mother Persistence: Supports
In this study, an overview was presented of the challenges, obstacles, and barriers
that student parents experience with special consideration of how they impact single
mothers specifically. These challenges, obstacles, and barriers significantly interrupt and
impede persistence for single mothers. However, there are also various supports that may
aid persistence for single mothers and mitigate some of the negative factors impeding
persistence.
There is an abundance of studies that have explored persistence for specific
populations, including student parents (S. Peterson, 2014, 2016), student mothers (James,
2018), single parents (McAlpine, 2015), and single mothers (Austin & McDermott, 2003;
Dorris, 1996; Hicks, 2018; Nelson, 2009). These studies have revealed that persistence
could be greatly influenced by access to specific resources and support. These supports
include Title IX accommodations, childcare programs, and a robust network of social
support.
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Title IX
Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 is a federal civil rights law that
prohibits discrimination based on sex in education programs and activities. All public and
private schools, school districts, colleges, and universities receiving federal funds must
comply with Title IX. Higher education institutions must allow pregnant and parenting
students to continue participating in classes and extracurricular activities, allow students
to make up missed assignments without penalty, provide reasonable adjustments in the
classroom, and excuse absences because of pregnancy or childbirth (Office of Civil
Rights, 2020a). Title IX ensures that students do not experience discrimination because of
pregnancy or parental status.
Although not all universities have a designated Title IX office, universities are
required to have at least one employee responsible for coordinating the school’s
compliance with Title IX (Office of Civil Rights, 2020b). Title IX accommodations are
often crucial for student parents, especially those who experience pregnancy and
childbirth throughout their program and may need accommodations to succeed in their
courses. Unfortunately, many pregnant and parenting students are unaware of their rights
under Title IX (National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education [NCWGE], 2012).
Childcare Programs
Although lack of childcare was reported as a significant barrier to student parents’
education (Ajayi, Odonkor, et al., 2021; Cruse et al., 2018; Eckerson et al., 2016; Gibson,
2012; Tehan, 2007), the presence of affordable childcare has been found to aid
persistence (Austin & McDermott, 2003; McAlpine, 2015; S. Peterson, 2016). Without
access to childcare, student parents cannot attend class or dedicate sufficient time to their
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education. Childcare may be made affordable to student parents through federally funded
programs such as the Child Care Access Means Parents in School (CCAMPIS) program,
Child Care and Development Fund (CCDF), and Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF).
CCAMPIS is a federal grant used to support or establish campus-based childcare
programs for low-income families in higher education. This is a competitive grant that
requires institutions to apply every 4 years. Schools that receive CCAMPIS can use the
funds to provide subsidized childcare to low-income, Pell-eligible students. CCAMPIS
funding peaked in 2001 and declined significantly in 2003; since then, annual funding has
remained at approximately $15 to $16 million (Gault et al., 2014). The average annual
grant amount awarded in 2010 was $103,445 (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).
CCDF is another program that helps low-income families who need childcare
because they work or attend school. Although 47 states allow parents in college to use
CCDF, many states impose strict eligibility criteria that require parents to work while in
school for a minimum number of hours per week (Gault et al., 2014). Improving access to
childcare could increase the persistence of student parents (Gault et al., 2014).
TANF is a federal block grant that provides subsidized childcare for TANF
recipients and other low-income families. States may use TANF funds for childcare.
Similar to other federally funded programs, TANF also has specific eligibility criteria
such as time limits and sanctions that may inadvertently serve as a barrier to students,
(J. Peterson, 2002).
Access to childcare through CCAMPIS, CCDF, and TANF may impact students’
persistence to degree completion because it allows students the time to attend class and
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focus on their education. A survey of student parents attending campuses that offered
childcare services revealed a positive relationship between campus childcare and
motivation to persist (McAlpine, 2015).
Social Support
Social support from family, peers, university staff, and faculty positively impacts
student parent persistence (Austin & McDermott, 2003; Dorris, 1996; Farrell, 2021;
Gibson, 2012; Hicks, 2018; James, 2018; Nelson, 2009; S. Peterson, 2016; Tinto, 2015).
Several studies have highlighted family support specifically because families may
provide sources of encouragement (Austin & Dermott, 2003; Dorris, 1996). In addition to
encouragement, families may help student parents with childcare or even provide
financial support (Austin & Dermott, 2003). This information is consistent with findings
from Hicks (2018), which revealed that single mothers felt their family members assisted
them in all areas and that family support was a significant, positive predictor of intent to
persist to degree completion. Furthermore, Gibson (2012) identified Family Support as an
environmental factor that aided in single mothers’ resilience.
In addition to family support, peer support also plays an important role in the
persistence of single mothers (Hicks, 2018; Vyskocil, 2018). Peer support may take place
informally through interactions with classmates or through structured support groups or
mentoring programs. Hicks (2018) found that relationships with peers also significantly
predicted single mothers’ intent to persist to degree completion, controlling for age,
ethnicity, and parental responsibility. Alienation and loneliness have been cited as a
challenge for student parents (Contreras-Mendez & Cruse, 2021; Dorris, 1996; Gibson,
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2012; E. E. P. Robinson, 2010; Vann-Johnson, 2004), but positive relationships with
peers can help mitigate these effects.
How do peers provide support for parenting students? Peers who understand
student parents’ schedules and time constraints can help student parents feel more
integrated into the college community. Austin and McDermott (2003) found that peers
who were understanding and accepting of single mothers’ unique circumstances
“provided an avenue for parents’ social integration” (p. 102). Positive peer interactions
may even help student parents be more successful academically by allowing student
parents to be involved in study groups and advocating for more flexibility with group
projects.
Finally, university staff and faculty may serve as key sources of social support for
students (Austin & McDermott, 2003; S. Peterson, 2014). A study of single mother
persistence after welfare reform revealed that “the cultivation of relationships with
advisors and department chairs aided college persistence” (Austin & McDermott, 2003,
p. 104). In addition to advisors or department chairs, students may develop relationships
with instructors, teacher’s assistants, or other university personnel.
Although staff and faculty support may positively impact persistence, it is
worthwhile to note that student parents do not necessarily rely on receiving substantial
support from the institution; it was more common for students to rely on other support
systems (Dorris, 1996). Nonetheless, those who establish relationships with staff and
faculty seem to benefit. S. Peterson (2014) found that the relationships student parents
had within the community college with advisors, counselors, and faculty were essential to
the students’ persistence.
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Historical Review of Academic Advising
To better understand the role of the academic advisor in relation to student
persistence, a thorough review of the profession must be explored. A historical review of
academic advising reveals three distinct eras in the evolution of academic advising as a
profession.
Three Eras of Academic Advising
According to Kuhn (2008), the introduction of curricular electives in 1870 first
sparked a need for academic advisors. Prior to this, higher education institutions in the
United States had minimal course offerings and flexibility for students. The emergence of
curricular electives was a big step that prompted a need for students to seek professional
guidance in their decision making. As higher education institutions grew and became
increasingly more complex, there was an increased demand for new faculty roles,
including academic advising (Kuhn, 2008).
The second era of academic advising spanned from 1870 to 1970. During this era,
the primary role of the academic advisor was to assist students with course scheduling
and registration. In the early 1900s, faculty served as the primary source of academic
advising for students. After World War II, soldiers returning from the war attended
college at high rates and needed help navigating course selection (Cook, 2001).
The third era of academic advising is marked from the 1970s to the present. A
critical event during this era was the emergence of the first academic advising
conference, which was held in 1977 (Cook, 2001). Over 300 people attended this
conference in Burlington, Vermont. During the 1970s and 1980s, seminal studies in
academic advising began to emerge, with an increased focus on linking academic
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advising services to student retention (Kuhn, 2008). Another important event during the
third era of academic advising was the establishment of NACADA, The Global
Community for Academic Advising.
Role of Academic Advisor
An academic advisor is a university staff or faculty member whose primary role is
to provide academic advising services to students. Academic advisors provide crucial
support for undergraduate students as they guide and help them navigate program
requirements. In addition, they often assist students through important educational
decisions and career development.
The role of the academic advisor varies across institutions. NACADA (2003)
provides a compilation of definitions of academic advising, which demonstrates that there
is not one sole description that can encapsulate the full role of an academic advisor. For
the purposes of this literature review, an academic advisor is a university staff or faculty
member whose primary role is to provide academic advising services to students.
Although the precise job description may vary across universities, all academic advising
services provide some sort of academic advising, counseling, or coaching to students.
Academic advisors play a crucial role in both attracting and retaining students and
guiding them from their 1st day to degree completion. Academic advisors often develop a
close, collaborative relationship with students and become students’ main point of contact
when problems arise. Unlike instructors who interact with students for a brief time in a
their college journey, academic advisors can serve as a student’s primary, consistent, and
stable contact.
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Research has suggested that academic advisors serve as essential sources of
encouragement and engagement, which may influence a student to persist (Elliot, 2020;
Larkins, 2015; Roberts & Styron, 2010). Takang (2020) found that a “well-established
relationship and interaction between the Academic Advisor and student [was]
significantly vital to their college experience” (p. 86). This fact is consistent with findings
from Wheatley (2018) in which academic advising contact was identified as a variable
that was likely to predict 1st-year students’ persistence in their 2nd year of college.
Furthermore, academic advisors play a critical role in connecting all students with
appropriate campus and community resources (National Academic Advising Association,
2014).
Theoretical Framework: Academic Advisor Approaches
Through the evolution of academic advising as a profession, several approaches
have emerged. Although these approaches are not considered theories, they are derived
from theories and create a framework from which academic advisors can begin to target
their support by implementing appropriate strategies for each student. Academic advisors
must be able to “recognize various advising approaches and adapt them to their own
student populations with the expectation of enhancing student satisfaction with their
academic experience and helping students articulate and achieve their academic goals and
career aspirations” (Drake et al., 2013, p. ix). According to Drake et al. (2013), no single
approach or strategy will assist all students; effective academic advisors must adapt their
advising strategies to meet the needs of specific populations and individual students. The
academic advisor approaches included in this study include developmental, prescriptive,
learning centered, appreciative, strength based, and proactive.
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Developmental Advising
The developmental advising approach first emerged in the 1970s. The
developmental advising approach adopts the integral belief that the relationship between
the student and advisor engages in developmental tasks (Crookston, 1994). In
developmental advising, learning is a two-way street. It is a collaborative process in
which the student is actively involved in the advising process.
The developmental advising approach represented a monumental shift in
traditional advising practices. Advising shifted from a prescriptive approach to one that
was more collaborative. Academic advisors who engage in developmental advising use
open-ended questions to obtain information about their advisees. Learning about students
and developing a trusting relationship is integral to developmental advising. Academic
advisors who take a developmental approach prioritize learning about their students’
unique backgrounds, needs, and experiences to best advise them. The developmental
advising philosophy emphasizes that each student is unique. The most critical component
of the academic-advising process is the quality of the relationship between the academic
advisor and the student (Crookston, 1994).
Although developmental advising has been applauded and often regarded as the
preferred advising approach, some argue that it has become an elusive ideal (Gordon,
2019). Some barriers that academic advisors face when implementing a developmental
approach include large student caseloads, lack of time, lack of support from
administrators, and lack of training (Gordon, 2019). Developmental advising has been
found to be the most prevalent advising approach at most public 4-year institutions
(Harris, 2018). Results from this study also found that students rated their satisfaction
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with developmental advising higher than those who received prescriptive advising
(Harris, 2018).
Prescriptive Advising
Although developmental advising may be seen as a two-way street, prescriptive
advising is a one-way street. With the prescriptive advising approach, academic advisors
take control of scheduling courses without much input from the student. The prescriptive
approach adopts the mentality that the academic advisor’s role is to advise while the
student’s role is to act (Crookston, 1994). There is minimal questioning or getting to
know the student on a personal level—relationship building is considered a low priority
with prescriptive advising.
Although the prescriptive approach may seem inferior to the development
approach, academic advising is rooted in the prescriptive approach. The profession first
developed as a prescriptive exchange between academic advisors and students. As such,
prescriptive advising serves as a “sturdy platform from which developmental advising
takes wing” (Drake et al., 2013, p. x). Furthermore, there are still benefits to the
prescriptive approach, and academic advisors today may choose to employ this approach
in some situations and with some students. The prescriptive approach may work well for
students on academic probation who need clear, straightforward direction from the
academic advisor on how to improve their academic performance.
Proactive Advising
Proactive advising has been used since the mid-1970s and was first defined by
Robert Glennen (1975). This approach was originally named intrusive advising but has
since been renamed. The proactive approach stemmed from developmental advising
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because it focuses heavily on relationship building. The proactive approach blends
advising with counseling into a form of intervention that allows academic advisors to
provide students with the information they need before they request it and often before
they realize they need it (Drake et al., 2013). The proactive approach requires a high level
of involvement and often includes frequent check-ins to get ahead of any potential
problems, concerns, or issues.
The proactive approach centers on targeted outreach to students to provide
appropriate interventions. This approach may be especially useful for 1st-year
community college students who may be at risk of dropping out (Donaldson et al., 2016;
Rios, 2019). Rios (2019) found a statistically significant relationship between proactive
advising for 1st-year at-risk community college students and first-semester retention.
Likewise, Donaldson et al. (2016) found several benefits of proactive advising for 1styear community college students, including being required to participate in advising,
having an assigned advisor, participating in degree planning, and having opportunities for
individualized support.
The benefits of proactive advising seem promising, but the long-term effects of
this approach on student success are mixed. Results from Rios (2019) and Jeschke et al.
(2001) revealed that proactive advising does not significantly affect academic success
and educational outcomes. However, the benefits of proactive advising may indirectly
contribute to student success. Proactive advising increases communication between the
academic advisor and students as well as increases the probability that students will
schedule and keep their advising appointments (Schwebel et al., 2008; J. Smith, 2007).

52

Learning-Centered Advising
The central belief of the learning-center approach is that the ultimate goal of the
student–advisor relationship is learning and that academic advisors play a critical role in
assisting them in the learning process. This approach views academic advisors as
educators rather than service providers. It places advising activities more closely aligned
with faculty activities—teaching and learning become a new direction in the field of
advising (Wilcox, 2016). Instructors and academic advisors share a common goal: to
facilitate learning (Drake et al., 2013).
With the learning-centered approach, academic advisors take on the role of
teacher. Some of the learning outcomes include ensuring that students know program
requirements, understand how things work at the university, and are knowledgeable of
resources (Muehleck et al., 2014). The academic advisor’s role is to teach students
academic skills needed to be successful as well as knowledgeable of how to be successful
in their programs. Although the learning-centered approach may benefit all students, it is
especially useful for first-generation students who may have limited knowledge of higher
education.
Appreciative Advising
The appreciative advising approach is rooted in appreciative inquiry and involves
asking positive, open-ended questions (Drake et al., 2013). This process assists academic
advisors with developing trust and rapport with students. Appreciative advising builds on
the foundational tenets that students who feel that their efforts are appreciated will be
more motivated to succeed academically. The appreciative approach may be beneficial
for students who feel discouraged about their academic performance such as students on
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academic probation (Hutson & Bloom, 2007; Virtue et al., 2021). Through the
appreciative advising process, students who are struggling academically are often
reminded of what motivated them to pursue their degree in the first place; it can serve as
a strong source of motivation and encouragement to persevere.
The appreciative advising approach requires a specific mindset from academic
advisors; they must exhibit appreciation for students’ achievements as well as an
appreciation for the role they serve. Academic advisors both “esteem the student’s
capacities and strengths” as well as cultivate a mindset of gratefulness for “having the
opportunity to positively impact other people’s lives and the future of the country”
(Bloom et al., 2008, p. 27).
The following six phases of appreciative advising are meant to serve as a guide
for academic advisors and do not necessarily follow a sequential order:
1. Disarm: The disarm phase involves making students feel relaxed, welcomed, and
assured that the academic advisor wants to help advance the student’s academic
progress (Drake et al., 2013). The academic advisor’s role is to create a safe and
comfortable environment to allow for appropriate self-disclosure (Bloom et al.,
2008).
2. Discover: Academic advisors use positive, open-ended questions to discover and
learn more about their advisee’s life. This information helps the academic advisor
understand students’ backgrounds and experiences. Storytelling plays a vital role
in this stage because stories can teach academic advisors more about students than
other methodologies (Bloom et al., 2008). Academic advisors must employ keen,
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active listening skills during this stage to ensure they understand students’ full
stories.
3. Dream: This phase requires academic advisors to engage in a conversation with
students regarding their goals and dreams for the future. Academic advisors learn
about students’ aspirations and motivation.
4. Design: This phase is a collaborative process in which students and their
academic advisors create a plan for students to achieve their educational and
career goals. This planning phase reaches beyond just the scheduling of courses; it
may involve making appropriate referrals (Bloom et al., 2008) as well as noting
specific experiences students should seek outside the classroom (Drake et al.,
2013).
5. Deliver: In the deliver phase, students are in the driver’s seat of executing the plan
they created with their academic advisor. Students act during the phase to follow
through with their plan. The role of the academic advisor during this stage is to
energize students to be their best, foster a sense of hope, and provide positive
reinforcement when or if necessary (Bloom et al., 2008).
6. Don’t settle: Academic advisors maintain high expectations for students while
encouraging them to maintain high expectations. During the don’t settle phase,
academic advisors assist students with updating their initial plan to include any
course corrections as necessary. Students who quickly achieve their initial goals
are encouraged to set new, more challenging goals.
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Strengths-Based Advising
The foundation for a strengths-based advising approach contains interdisciplinary
components within business, positive psychology, and higher education (Drake et al.,
2013). As the name suggests, strengths-based advising focuses on building students’
existing strengths rather than filling in weaknesses. An academic advisor who utilizes a
strengths-based approach identifies students’ talents and creates a plan to assist students
with building on their strengths. The role of the strengths-based advisor is to assess
strengths, increase students’ awareness of strengths, orchestrate opportunities for students
to build on strengths, and celebrate student progress (Schreiner & Anderson, 2005).
The strengths-based approach represents a significant shift in traditional thinking
rather than anticipating problems or risk factors for students. Academic advisors start
with students’ strengths. Drake et al. (2013) wrote that “strengths-based advising
represents a paradigm shift for higher education from failure prevention and a survival
mentality to successful promotion and a perspective of thriving” (p. 105).
Strengths-based advisors believe that when students become more aware of their
strengths, they will be motivated to set and achieve goals at a higher level (Schreiner &
Anderson, 2005). Although studies that focus specifically on the strengths-based advising
approach is limited, Soria et al. (2017) found that 1st-year students who experienced
strengths-based advising had higher 1st-year retention and graduation in 4 years, higher
levels of engagement, and higher academic self-efficacy than students who did not
engage in strengths-based advising conversations.
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Advising Single Mothers
The poor dissemination of program and resource information has been previously
identified as a challenge and barrier for student parents (Ascend & JED Foundation,
2021; Brown & Nichols, 2013; Coronel, 2020; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2020). For single
parents who experience pregnancy throughout their program, academic advisors can play
an essential role in connecting students with appropriate campus and community
resources. Academic advisors connect students to essential program and policy
information, including Title IX, and act as a liaison to university support services. As
such, academic advisors play an integral role in engaging in regular conversations with
students as well as assisting students with discovering services that would be useful to
them as single parents (Tehan, 2007).
In addition to connecting students with valuable information and resources,
academic advisors may also “serve as key sources of support and encouragement”
(Larkins, 2015, p. 22). For single mothers specifically, the relationship with the academic
advisor is often a make-or-break situation and can have a lasting impact on students’
attitudes, perceptions, and sense of belonging. A positive relationship can have a positive
impact on students’ experience, but just one negative interaction can create obstacles for
single parents (Yakaboski, 2010). Ferree (2018) noted that student mothers who
experienced poor advising felt dissatisfied with their overall program experience.
Based on the review of the literature, studies focused specifically on advising
single mother undergraduate students are more limited than studies on undergraduate
parenting students in general. Most studies focus on undergraduate parenting students and
explore their needs, challenges, and lived experiences (Cabaguing, 2017; Coronel, 2020;
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Kensinger & Minnick, 2018; Lindsay, 2017; Manze et al., 2021; Yakaboski, 2010). These
studies may describe students’ experiences with their academic advisor or other
university personnel and identify these relationships or experiences as serving as a
challenge, barrier, or support for students. Although the advising relationship may be
indirectly referenced in these studies, research that focuses specifically on advising single
mother undergraduate students is scarce.
In addition to studies on undergraduate student parent experiences, many other
studies have focused on graduate and doctoral student parents and their relationship with
their mentors or advisors (Ferree, 2018; Wladkowski & Mirick, 2019). Although studies
on graduate and doctoral student parents provide valuable insight into the needs of this
special population, one cannot generalize these findings to the undergraduate student
parent population for four main reasons:
1. Advisors at the graduate and doctoral level have varying roles and responsibilities
and often work with students in a different capacity than a general undergraduate
academic advisor. An advisor at the graduate or doctoral level may be a
dissertation advisor, chair advisor, faculty advisor, or dissertation supervisor.
Doctoral advisors often provide close mentoring, guidance, and supervision and
assist students with their thesis or dissertation.
2. Pregnancy and parenthood for students in doctoral programs may be viewed as
more acceptable (through the eyes of staff, faculty, and even society) than
undergraduate students earning their first bachelor’s degree. Those interacting
with undergraduate student parents, especially single mothers, may experience
implicit bias that impacts how they treat undergraduate student parents versus
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graduate student parents who are perceived to be at a more acceptable age or stage
of life to start a family.
3. Graduate and doctoral students are likely at a different stage of life than
undergraduate students earning their first degree. They are more likely to be
financially secure and have had career experience. With a bachelor’s degree
already under their belt, graduate and doctoral students are much less likely to live
in poverty than student parents who do not—13% versus 41%, respectively
(Cruse et al., 2018). In addition, graduate and doctoral students report taking
pregnancy timing into account and determining the optimal time to pursue an
advanced degree (Feldstein, 2020; Mirick & Wladkowski, 2019).
4. Doctoral students attribute help from their spouses to be a key factor in their
ability to persist (Catalano & Radin, 2021). Research on single mothers in
graduate and doctoral programs is lacking; one explanation could be that graduate
and doctoral students are more likely to be married, so the need for research on
single mother graduate and doctoral students is minimal. Unfortunately,
institutional barriers that impede single mothers’ ability to earn undergraduate
degrees may also interfere with access to earn advanced degrees. Research on
single mothers in graduate and doctoral programs is virtually nonexistent.
Summary
This chapter explored the background of student persistence and academic
advising related to single mothers in college. This chapter discussed major persistence
theories in higher education to explain what factors aid and impede student persistence.
Furthermore, this chapter traced the evolution of academic advising as a profession and
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explored several advising approaches. Chapter II highlighted the need for more research
on pregnant and single mothers in college and the role of the academic advisor in student
persistence. The chapter noted the abundance of literature dedicated to obstacles,
challenges, and barriers for single parents who comprise a significant portion of the
undergraduate student population in the United States. It also highlighted the importance
of exploring single mother persistence related to undergraduates, drawing an important
distinction between literature dedicated to mothers in graduate and doctoral programs.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Chapter III outlines the methodology used to identify factors that impact
persistence and rank academic advising behaviors that pregnant and single mothers
attribute to having the greatest impact on their persistence. Chapter III begins with the
purpose statement and research questions. Subsequent sections include research design,
population, sampling frame, sample, and sample selection process. The research
instruments for qualitative and quantitative methods are outlined. Specific methods to
ensure the validity and reliability of instruments are also described. Data collection, data
analysis, limitations, and ethical considerations are addressed. Chapter III ends by
summarizing and synthesizing the methodology.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe academic
advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through
the lens of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university.
Research Questions
1. What factors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to impact student
persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year
nontraditional university?
2. What academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers identify that
impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
4-year nontraditional university?
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3. What identified academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?
Research Design
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a research design “describes the
procedures for conducting the study, including when, from whom, and under what
conditions the data will be obtained” (p. 28). Research designs may be quantitative,
qualitative, or mixed methods. The researcher must match the research questions to an
appropriate research design because the research design determines how the data will be
analyzed (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
A mixed methods design was used to identify and describe academic advisor
behaviors that had the greatest impact on pregnant and single mothers’ persistence. A
mixed methods design was selected because qualitative and quantitative approaches
together can provide a more complete investigation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
According to Patten and Newhart (2018), “Studies that are best suited to mixed methods
are those that need the results to be explained, or exploratory studies that need to be
generalized” (p. 177). For this study, the academic advisor behaviors that impacted
persistence needed to be both qualitatively explained and quantitatively ranked.
Qualitative Research Design
The first step in this mixed methods study was facilitating qualitative interviews
in the phenomenological method to address Research Questions 1 and 2. These
interviews involved meeting one-on-one with six single mother graduates using the
phenomenology method. Interviews were conducted to capture what academic advisor

62

behaviors single mothers perceived to impact their persistence through pregnancy and
parenthood. In addition, the interviews captured the lived experiences of single mother
students and identified factors that impacted their persistence to degree completion. The
phenomenological method was selected because it seeks to understand the meaning,
structure, and essence of a lived experience for a group of people (Patton, 2015). In this
case, the study aimed to capture the personal stories of single mothers who experienced
pregnancy in college.
Quantitative Research Design
The type of quantitative research design utilized in this study was
nonexperimental and descriptive. A quantitative research design was used to address
Research Question 3. The academic advisor behaviors listed on the survey were extracted
from interviews. After transcripts were analyzed and coded, various academic advisor
behaviors mentioned by participants were grouped into general themes. Academic
advisor behaviors that were similar enough to be considered synonymous were combined.
The researcher preserved the participants’ original language as much as possible.
The survey instrument used ranking to determine which academic advisor
behaviors had the greatest perceived impact on persistence. In addition, the survey
instrument measured the perceived impact on persistence for 10 academic advisor
behaviors using a Likert scale.
Method Rationale
The phenomenological framework was the best qualitative methodology for this
study because it seeks to understand the experience of those who have directly
experienced the phenomenon of interest (Patton, 2015). The phenomenon in this study
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was single mothers’ persistence to degree completion. The phenomenon can be best
understood by hearing how individuals perceive, describe, feel, remember, and make
sense of it (Patton, 2015). For this study, after themes were coded from the interviews,
academic advisor behaviors were labeled and extracted. A survey was the best
quantitative method for this study because the questions provided participants with the
opportunity to quantify the degree of perceived impact of each academic advisor behavior
using a Likert scale. In addition, the survey allowed participants to identify and rank the
top three academic advisor behaviors that they perceived to have the greatest impact on
persistence.
Population
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “A population is a group of
cases that conform to specific criteria to which we intend to generalize the research
results” (p. 143). The population for this study included 1,662,878 undergraduate single
mothers enrolled in college in the United States from 2015 to 2016 (Cruse, Holtzman, et
al., 2019). This number was calculated based on the Institute of Women’s Policy
Research analysis of data from the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES, 2020).
Sampling Frame
The sampling frame provides a more specific definition of demographic
characteristics or delimiting variables (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study,
the sampling frame was first narrowed to single mothers who completed a bachelor’s
degree from two 4-year nontraditional universities with at least one campus in California.

64

A nontraditional university is defined as an institution that primarily serves a
nontraditional student population. A nontraditional student is identified by the presence
of one or more of the following seven characteristics:
1) had delayed enrollment into postsecondary education, 2) attends school parttime, 3) is financially independent, 4) works full time while enrolled, 5) has
dependents other than a spouse, 6) is a single parent, or 7) did not obtain a
standard high school diploma. (Horn & Carroll, 1996, p. i)
In contrast, a traditional university is defined as an institution that primarily serves
traditional students. A traditional student is identified by full-time college enrollment
immediately after high school (Horn & Carroll, 1996).
The two 4-year nontraditional universities selected for this study were UMass
Global (formerly Brandman University) and University of Phoenix (California). Each
institution had published statements that demonstrated a strong commitment to serving
nontraditional students:
•

UMass Global: “The university embraces its responsibility to provide equitable
and affordable access to rigorous, high quality education for all, including, and
especially, nontraditional students” (University of Massachusetts Global, n.d., “5.
Dedicated student support”)

•

University of Phoenix (California):
University of Phoenix can be a welcoming place for nontraditional
learners who might feel like they slipped through the cracks at other
universities. The University recognizes this can be a reality for some,
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and actively tries to help nontraditional learners. (University of Phoenix,
2022, “Welcoming environment for nontraditional learners” section)
The sampling frame was narrowed to 808 single mothers who completed a
bachelor’s degree at one of the two nontraditional universities. This calculation of 808
single mothers was determined by first combining the total enrolled undergraduate
students at each University during Fall 2020. This information was extracted from the
U.S. Department of Education’s NCES (2020) Integrated Postsecondary Education Data
System (IPEDS). A summary of total Fall 2020 enrollment for each university is
presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1
Total Enrolled Undergraduate Students, Fall 2020

University of
Massachusetts
Global

6,114

University of
Phoenix (California)

2,392

8,506 total

enrolled
undergraduates

This combined total resulted in 8,506 undergraduate students who were enrolled
at UMass Global or University of Phoenix (California) in Fall 2020. According to Cruse,
Milli, et al. (2019), single mothers comprise approximately 9.5% of the total
undergraduate population in the United States. Because the total number of enrolled
students across all two universities was 8,506, it was estimated that 9.5% of those
students, 808 total, were single mothers (Figure 2).
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Figure 2
Total Enrolled Undergraduates to Total Enrolled Single Mothers

8,506
Total enrolled
undergraduate
students

9.5%
of total
undergraduate
population in
United States are
single mothers

808
Total enrolled single
mothers

The sampling frame for this study was narrowed further to single mothers who
met the following criteria:
• Completed a bachelor’s degree from the UMass Global or University of Phoenix
(California) between June 2020 and September 2022.
• Completed a bachelor’s degree for the first time
• Self-identified as single mothers while in college
• Experienced a pregnancy that resulted in a live birth throughout their program
• Had at least 6 months left of coursework to complete in their program after
childbirth occurred
• Had contact with an academic advisor (also known as academic counselor or
academic coach) and would speak to some of the interactions they had with their
advisor
Of the estimated population of 808 single mothers across both universities,
approximately 226 single mothers met the sampling frame criteria. This figure was
calculated by applying the graduation rate of single mothers in the United States.
According to the IWPR analysis of the 2003–2009 national data, 28% of single mother
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undergraduates obtained a degree within 6 years (Kruvelis et al., 2017). The researcher
calculated that 28% of 808 single mothers enrolled across both nontraditional universities
resulted in 226 single mothers who would have graduated and meet the sampling frame
criteria.
Sample
A sample is the group of subjects from whom data are collected, often
representative of a specific population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study,
the sample included six graduates who were both pregnant and single mothers while
enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at UMass Global, or University of Phoenix
(California).
Three students were selected from University of Phoenix (California), and three
from UMass Global. Figure 3 displays a breakdown of participants across the two
universities.
The sample included only students who had experienced pregnancy throughout
their program and had at least 6 months of coursework to complete after childbirth. This
6-month requirement was established to ensure sufficient time to demonstrate persistence
to degree completion postpartum. The sample included those who self-identified as single
mothers and whose pregnancy resulted in a live birth. Figure 4 illustrates the population,
sampling frame, and sample.
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Figure 3
Participants Across Two Universities

6
Participants
Total

3

3

University of
Phoenix
(California)

University of
Massachusetts
Global

Sample Selection Process
This study used two types of nonprobability sampling: convenience and
purposeful sampling. Convenience sampling is a “method of selecting subjects who are
accessible or available” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 2). This sampling method
was chosen because of the proximity of the researcher to nontraditional universities in
California. The researcher worked as an academic advisor at UMass Global and had
connections to students through participation in the Pregnant and Parenting Scholars
Organization. The researcher conveniently had access to students through involvement in
this student organization. However, the researcher was purposeful in not selecting
students she had previously advised or worked with in an advising role. Convenience
sampling was appropriate for this mixed methods phenomenological study because the
purpose of the study was not to generalize but to “better understand relationships that
may exist” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 151).
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Figure 4
Population, Sampling Frame, and Sample

Population:
N = 1,662,878 undergraduate single
mothers in the United States

Sampling Frame:
N = 808 single mothers attending two 4year nontraditional universities; 226 met
sampling frame criteria

Sample:
N = 6 students who experienced pregnancy
as a single mother while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program across two
4-year nontraditional universities

In addition to convenience sampling, purposeful sampling was also utilized.
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), purposeful sampling is “a type of
sampling that allows choosing small groups or individuals who are likely to be
knowledgeable and informative about the phenomenon of interest” (p. 5). For this study,
the researcher selected participants with the required characteristics who could provide
rich information about their experience as pregnant and single mothers in college.
Because the researcher had no prior connections to the University of Phoenix
(California), purposeful sampling was utilized to specifically seek out recent graduates
who had experienced pregnancy during college.
The researcher used LinkedIn search filters to contact alumni who had graduated
with a bachelor’s degree between June 2020 and September 2022. The researcher sent an
initial message to potential participants through LinkedIn Messenger (Appendix B).
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Those participants who were interested in learning more provided the researcher with
their email address. The researcher then followed up by sending an email to participants,
which included more detailed information about the study and criterion (Appendix C).
Instrumentation
The researcher used a sequential exploratory mixed methods data collection
process, which involved a qualitative phase followed by a quantitative phase (Figure 5).

Figure 5
Sequential Exploratory Mixed Methods Research Design

Qualitative Data
Collection &
Analysis

Quantiative Data
Collection &
Analysis

Integration of
Qualitative &
Quantiative Results

The researcher first used a sequential exploratory approach to identify the academic
advisor behaviors that impacted student persistence through qualitative interviews. Then,
the researcher listed these academic advisor behaviors identified in the interviews in the
quantitative survey instrument. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), this
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sequential exploratory approach “increases the validity of the scores that result because
they will be well-matched with the way the subjects, rather than the researchers, think
about, conceptualize, and respond to the phenomenon being studied” (p. 33). This
sequential process of interviewing subjects first before conducting the survey enabled the
researcher to capture the exact language of the subjects through interviews and then use
that same language in developing the survey instrument.
Qualitative Instrumentation
The study first used qualitative interviews to develop a deeper understanding of
the factors that impacted student persistence for pregnant and single mothers. The
interviews also were used to collect rich information on the role of the academic advisor
on student persistence. The interviews were conducted virtually through Zoom. The
survey instrument included 16 scripted interview questions aligned to address Research
Questions 1 and 2. The literature review, synthesis matrix (Appendix A), and conceptual
framework were used to develop and align the interview questions. Furthermore, field
testing was conducted to ensure the validity of the interview questions and to assess the
researcher’s interview skills.
Quantitative Instrumentation
The advantages of using a survey tool as a quantitative instrument are extensive.
Surveys can be used to describe the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of a population
(Patten & Newhart, 2018). In addition, surveys are beneficial because they make it easy
to analyze data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). An 11-item survey instrument was
developed to determine which academic advisor behaviors had the greatest impact on
student persistence. The survey instrument asked participants to reflect on 10 academic

72

advisor behaviors individually and rate to what extent each of the behaviors impacted
their persistence.
Ranking and Likert-scale questions were used in the survey instrument. The first
question asked respondents to rank the top three academic advisor behaviors that they
perceived had the greatest impact. Questions 2 through 11 used a Likert scale to assess
each academic advisor behavior individually. The Likert scale choice options ranged
from 0 (did not occur/did not experience behavior) to 4 (major impact). A zero option
was included to allow participants to indicate if they did not experience a specific
academic advisor behavior. This differs from a 1 (no impact), which indicated that the
participants experienced the academic advisor behavior, but it had no impact on their
persistence.
The interview questions were designed to capture the perceived academic advisor
behaviors that impacted persistence most. The survey instrument was then used to
quantify the perceived degree of impact for each identified behavior. Because of the
sequential nature of this mixed methods study, the survey instrument was not finalized
until after all interviews were coded and academic advisor behaviors were identified.
Expert Panel
Three professional experts reviewed and critiqued the research instrument and
field test to prevent researcher bias and ensure participants’ safety. The expert panel
comprised professionals who had extensive experience in qualitative and quantitative
research and who graduated from a doctoral program within the last 5 years. The experts
all contributed to the development of the interview questions (Appendix D) and survey
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instrument (Appendix E). Their feedback was used to refine the instrument and ensure
alignment with the research questions (Appendix F).
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study
The researcher was responsible for completing all qualitative fieldwork by
conducting participant interviews. The researcher strived to maintain neutrality during the
interviews by asking open-ended, nonleading questions. After the interviews, recordings
were transcribed, and the transcript was sent to participants to ensure accuracy and
transparency. Because the researcher facilitated the interview, she was considered an
instrument in the study.
Qualitative Field Test
Field testing for qualitative and quantitative instruments is essential to establish
the content validity of an instrument’s scores and improve questions (Creswell, 2014;
McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, qualitative field testing involved
interviewing a single mother who recently graduated from a 4-year nontraditional
university. An expert participated in the field test as an observer. The field test was
conducted through Zoom and lasted the same duration expected for the actual interview
(Appendix G). Following the interview, the participant was asked to provide feedback by
answering a series of follow-up questions (Appendix H). In addition, the expert observer
met with the researcher afterward to discuss the interview. The expert observer and the
researcher addressed a series of questions to reflect on the field test and discuss how the
interview could be improved (Appendix I).
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Quantitative Field Test
Quantitative field testing was also used to test the survey instrument before
administering it to participants for this study (Appendix J). The survey was sent to the
same individual who participated in the interview field test. After completing the survey,
the participant was asked to answer seven follow-up questions about her experience
completing the survey (Appendix K). The questions specifically asked about the length
and clarity of the survey questions and the participant’s feelings about the survey.
Validity
Researchers consider a survey instrument to be valid to the extent that it measures
what it is designed to measure and accurately performs the functions it is purported to
perform (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Even though no test can be perfectly valid, the
researcher must design instruments to ensure maximum validity. In this study, the survey
intended to measure the degree of perceived impact of specific academic advisor
behaviors on student persistence.
Face validity and an expert panel were used to ensure that the survey used in this
study was valid. Face validity was determined by carefully examining each item in the
survey to ensure that it measured what it was supposed to measure. Three experts were
invited to serve on the expert panel. A letter was sent as an invitation to participate in the
expert panel (Appendix L). Each expert thoroughly reviewed and critiqued the survey
instrument to ensure accuracy. Feedback was provided, and the researcher made
appropriate adjustments to the instrument.
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Reliability
Validity refers to the extent to which an instrument measures what it intends to
measure, and reliability relates to the ability of an instrument to produce consistent results
(Patten & Newhart, 2018). Reliability may also be viewed as the extent to which the
measures are free from error (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Sources of error may
include issues with the construction or administration of the test or conditions associated
with the participant taking the test.
Because the interviews and survey were intended to be administered to the sample
population once, intercoder reliability was used. The researcher and independent coder
reviewed the interview transcriptions and independently identified themes. Themes were
shared between the researcher and independent coder to ensure intercoder reliability.
Following the transcription of interviews, the researcher joined with a peer researcher to
individually code at least 10% of the data to identify common patterns and themes to
determine intercoder reliability. Once completed, a clear link was made among the data,
codes, and themes that emerged from the data to verify at least an 80% agreement rate
(Patton, 2015).
Data Collection
Data collection for this study involved interviews for qualitative data collection
and an electronic survey for quantitative data collection. The interviews were conducted
solely through Zoom. Before collecting data, the researcher completed a Human Subjects
Research and Social-Behavioral-Education Researchers course through the Collaborative
Institutional Training Institute (CITI; Appendix M). The researcher also obtained the
UMass Global Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval to conduct the study
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(Appendix N). After receiving authorization from UMass Global IRB, the researcher
began the data collection process. The first step involved obtaining consent from
participants to be a part of the study. The six participants received copies of the IRB
informed consent (Appendix O) and UMass Global’s Bill of Rights (Appendix P).
Throughout the study, the researcher stored the data on a password-protected device and
was the only person with access to the data collected.
Qualitative Data Collection
Interviews were scheduled with six participants. Permission was obtained to
record the interviews through Zoom. Each interview lasted approximately 60 min. Before
the interview, the researcher started with introductions and small talk to build rapport.
The researcher then read the purpose of the study and began the interview. The researcher
started with opening questions and transitioned to questions focused on student
persistence and academic advisor behaviors. There were 16 questions total, with three
possible probing questions to clarify the understanding of the initial questions. The
questions were directly aligned with the research questions and theoretical framework.
An interview script was used to ensure the validity and reliability of the administration of
the interview questions (Appendix D). The interviews were recorded and transcribed
through Zoom. After the interview transcription was completed, a copy of the transcript
was sent to the participants to verify for accuracy. Participants had the chance to change
or omit their responses. The final transcript was uploaded to NVivo for analysis of
themes.
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Quantitative Data Collection
After qualitative interviews were conducted, an electronic survey was sent to
interview participants via email. The survey was developed using the online survey site
SurveyMonkey. The participants were given 1 week to complete the survey, which took
approximately 15 min. The researcher sent two reminders via email before the survey
window closed.
Data Analysis
The following is a description of the qualitative and quantitative analysis of data.
Qualitative Data Analysis
The researcher collected and analyzed qualitative data, including transcribing
interviews through Zoom. The transcript was sent to participants for review. Once the
participants verified the accuracy of the transcription, the researcher uploaded the
transcription to NVivo for coding of themes. NVivo is a qualitative data analysis software
used to help researchers organize and analyze codes. These codes were then used to
develop themes and extract 10 academic advisor behaviors.
Quantitative Data Analysis
Megastat for Microsoft Excel 2016 was used for quantitative data analysis of
survey results. The survey instrument was designed to address Research Question 3:
“What identified academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to
have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree
program at a 4-year nontraditional university?” The survey responses yielded ordinal
data: Question 1 asked participants to rank the top three behaviors by the level of
perceived impact. Questions 2 through 12 asked participants to individually reflect on
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each academic advisor behavior and select the perceived level of impact using a Likert
scale. Ordinal scales of measurement use ranking that does not have the same distance
between categories (Patten & Newhart, 2018). For this study, the amount of difference
between no impact and minor impact is not necessarily the same as the amount of
difference between minor impact and moderate impact. Descriptive statistics were used
to analyze survey responses. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), descriptive
statistics is the most fundamental way to summarize data and is indispensable when
interpreting the results of quantitative research.
The type of descriptive statistics used for Survey Questions 2 through 11 was
central tendency. A weighted average was determined by calculating the mean of each
academic advisor behavior assessed on the Likert scale. Frequency tables were also used
to show the number of times each survey response occurred.
SurveyMonkey was used to organize, analyze, and describe the data. Frequency
tables were used to show the number of times each academic advisor was selected as a
top three behavior (Survey Question 1, Part 1). In addition, a frequency table was used to
display how often each behavior was ranked 1, 2, and 3 (Survey Question 1, Part 2). The
weighted average for each behavior was calculated for each Likert scale response (Survey
Questions 2–11). The weighted average was calculated by taking the sum of each 1
through 4 response and dividing it by the total number of responses. Since 0 represented
“N/A”, or did not occur/did not experience behavior, this response was automatically
excluded from the weighted average. The resulting score was used to describe the degree
of impact. The behaviors with the greatest weighted averages (maximum score of 4) were
identified as having the greatest impact on persistence.
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Ethical Consideration
This study was approved by the UMass Global IRB and was conducted with
electronic consent from each participant. The data were stored on a password-protected
device, and the researcher was the only person with access to the participants’ personal
information. Safeguards were put into place to protect participants and ensure their
anonymity. The participants were given the option to withdraw at any time without
penalty, and the researcher followed all appropriate ethical protections.
Limitations
According to Roberts (2010), a study’s limitations may affect results or the
researcher’s ability to generalize the findings. Therefore, it is vital that the researcher
both recognizes the study’s limitations and is transparent in describing them. Geography,
sample size, and bias were limitations of this study and affected the researcher’s ability to
generalize findings.
Geography
The study was limited to two 4-year nontraditional universities with at least one
physical campus in California. This focus on institutions that only have a physical
campus in California greatly restricted the generalizability of the study across the United
States. The factors that impact persistence and the academic advisor behaviors that
impact persistence may differ by region. The challenges that single mothers faced as
students may have been impacted by the state’s economy and physical geography.
Sample Size
A significant limitation of this study was the small sample size. The sample
included six single mothers who recently graduated from a 4-year nontraditional
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university. This small sample size limited the study’s generalizability to all single mother
graduates in the United States.
Bias of the Researcher
Researchers cannot separate themselves from bias completely. According to
Mehra (2002), the positive research paradigm explains that what researchers study has no
personal significance; however, the study itself is primarily determined by what the
researcher is interested in studying. Because the researcher was a single mother at the
time of this study who experienced pregnancy as an undergraduate student, there may
have been bias in analyzing the interview data. In addition, the researcher admitted
potential bias in assuming that all students experienced factors that impacted persistence.
To combat bias, the researcher kept a journal to reflect on her thoughts throughout the
study.
Summary
Chapter III described the study’s methodology, including the qualitative and
quantitative components. The chapter began with a summary, purpose statement, and
research questions. Next, the research design was explained. The population of the study,
sampling frame, and sample selection process was thoroughly examined. The qualitative
and quantitative instrumentation was reviewed along with validity and reliability. Next,
data collection and analysis were described. The ethical considerations and limitations of
the study were outlined. The quantitative analysis and findings are presented in
Chapter IV. Chapter V concludes the dissertation with a discussion of the findings and
recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This mixed methods study identified and described academic advisor behaviors
that had the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through the lens of students
who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an undergraduate degree
program at a 4-year nontraditional university. In addition, the study uncovered factors
that pregnant and single mothers perceived to have impacted their persistence to degree
completion. This research study used a theoretical framework of academic advising
approaches: developmental, prescriptive, learning-centered, appreciative, strengths-based,
and intrusive. Chapter IV presents an overview of the purpose of the study, research
questions, research methods, data collection process, population, and sample. The chapter
concludes with a presentation of the data in response to the research questions and a
summary of the findings.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe academic
advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through
the lens of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university.
Research Questions
1. What factors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to impact student
persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year
nontraditional university?

82

2. What academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers identify that
impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
4-year nontraditional university?
3. What identified academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
This sequential exploratory mixed methods study identified and described
academic advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on the persistence of pregnant
and single mothers who were enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year
nontraditional university. It also uncovered factors that pregnant and single mothers
perceived to impact their persistence to degree completion. This research design
encompassed a sequential data collection method using one-on-one interviews to collect
qualitative data followed by a survey instrument to collect quantitative data. Based on the
collection of interview and survey data, the researcher was able to uncover factors that
impacted persistence for single-mother undergraduate students as well as identify and
describe academic advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on student persistence.
The initial step in the sequential exploratory mixed methods study involved
interviewing six individuals who recently graduated from a 4-year nontraditional
university. All participants self-identified as single mothers and had earned their first
bachelor’s degree between June 2020 and September 2022. All participants had
experienced pregnancy at some point during their undergraduate journey. A
phenomenological approach was used to understand the overall Financial, Personal,
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Familial, and Institutional factors that impacted their persistence as well as the specific
academic advisor behaviors that impacted their persistence to degree completion. The
phenomenological approach enabled the researcher to gain awareness of the academic
advisor behaviors that pregnant and single mothers identified as impacting their
persistence. The one-on-one structured interviews were conducted virtually through
Zoom from August 2022 to October 2022.
The second step of the sequential exploratory mixed methods study involved
collecting quantitative data through an electronic survey instrument completed by the
same six participants who were interviewed. The purpose of the electronic survey was to
identify which academic advisor behaviors had the greatest impact on student persistence.
After interviews were transcribed and coded, 10 academic advisor behaviors were
extracted and listed on the survey. The survey asked participants to first pick the top three
academic advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on their persistence. Second,
they were asked to rank the behaviors according to greatest impact, second greatest
impact, and third greatest impact. Last, respondents were asked to rate each behavior on a
Likert scale ranging from 0 (did not occur/did not experience behavior) to 4 (major
impact).
Before conducting the interviews or sending the survey, participants were
provided with the UMass Global Bill of Rights and electronic informed consent.
Interviews were recorded through Zoom for audio transcription only. Interviews were
transcribed through Zoom and reviewed thoroughly for accuracy by the researcher. A
copy of the raw transcript was sent to each participant to verify accuracy. All participants
were allowed to review the transcript and add, change, or omit any responses. The
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researcher used a qualitative analysis software program, NVivo, to code all data and
organize themes. Academic advisor behaviors and factors that impacted persistence were
identified based on emerging themes. Only factors and behaviors that were referenced in
at least three interviews were considered themes in this study.
Population
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a population is a “total group to
which results can be generalized” (p. 143). The Institute of Women’s Policy Research
indicated that there were 1,662,878 undergraduate single mothers enrolled in college in
the United States from 2015 to 2016 (Cruse, Holtzman, et al., 2019). The sampling frame
provides a more specific definition of demographic characteristics or delimiting variables
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For this study, the sampling frame was first narrowed
to single mothers who completed a bachelor’s degree from two 4-year nontraditional
universities with at least one campus in California. From the 1,662,878 undergraduate
single mothers enrolled in the United States, approximately 808 met the sampling frame
criteria. Those selected to participate had graduated with a bachelor’s degree from UMass
Global (formerly Brandman University) or the University of Phoenix between June 2020
and September 2022.
Sample
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a sample is a “group of
individuals from whom data are collected” (p. 143). Purposeful and convenience
sampling were used to select participants. There were 808 single-mother graduates from
UMass Global (formerly Brandman University) and the University of Phoenix who were
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identified as potential participants. From these potential participants, the researcher used
purposeful sampling to target participants who met the following criteria:
• Completed a bachelor’s degree from UMass Global or the University of Phoenix
(California) between June 2020 and September 2022.
• Completed a bachelor’s degree for the first time
• Self-identified as single mothers while in college
• Experienced a pregnancy that resulted in a live birth throughout their program
• Had at least 6 months left of coursework to complete in their program after
childbirth occurred
• Had contact with an academic advisor (also known as an academic counselor or
academic coach) and would speak to some of the interactions they had with their
advisor
Demographic Data
Based on the criteria, six women were invited to participate in the study. The
sample size included six women who self-identified as single mothers. Table 1 displays
the demographic data of the six participants.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
Three research questions were addressed using a sequential exploratory approach.
The researcher conducted one-on-one interviews, which lasted approximately 60 min
each, with six participants through Zoom. The interviews were recorded, and the audio
was transcribed. The researcher coded the transcripts to address Research Questions 1
and 2. The qualitative data revealed which Financial, Familial, Personal, and Institutional
factors had impacted single mothers’ persistence to degree completion. The qualitative
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data also revealed the academic advisor behaviors that single mothers identified as
impacting their persistence.

Table 1
Participant Demographic Data
Participant

Degree

1

Bachelor of Arts in Social
Work
Bachelor of Science in
Industrial-Organizational
Psychology
Bachelor of Science in
Business
Bachelor of Arts in Social
Work
Bachelor of Business
Administration
Bachelor of Science in Human
Services

2

3
4
5
6

Graduation
month/year

Interview
month/year

May 2022

August 2022

January 2022

August 2022

September 2022

October 2022

March 2022

August 2022

July 2022

September 2022

June 2020

September 2022

The academic advisor behaviors were extracted from the interviews and included
in a survey. The survey was sent to the same six participants. The survey asked
participants to rank the top three behaviors they perceived to have the greatest impact on
their persistence. In addition, the survey asked participants to rate each academic advisor
behavior individually using a Likert scale ranging from 0 (did not occur/did not
experience behavior) to 4 (major impact). The quantitative data were used to address
Research Question 3. The following section presents the qualitative data results for
Research Questions 1 and 2 and the quantitative data results for Research Question 3.
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Research Question 1: Factors That Impact Persistence
The first research question asked, “What factors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program
at a 4-year nontraditional university?” The interview script included five questions that
specifically asked participants to reflect on their educational journey and what may have
helped or hindered their persistence as pregnant and single mothers. Participants were
asked to share a story or time when Financial, Familial, Personal, or Institutional factors
impacted their persistence to degree completion. In addition, participants were asked
whether they had anything more to add about factors that impacted their persistence.
Table 2 summarizes the major themes that emerged regarding factors that impacted
persistence to degree completion.

Table 2
Themes That Impacted Persistence Identified Through Qualitative Interviews
Theme

Participants

References

%

Loss of a job (unemployment)
Desire to be role model or
inspiration for their children

4
4

7
6

23.33
20.00

Supportive family, friend, or partner

3

6

20.00

Breakups or separations

3

6

20.00

Mental health

3

5

16.67

30

100.00

Total

Loss of a Job (Unemployment)
The loss of a job or unemployment was most frequently referenced, occurring
seven times throughout four interviews, which accounted for 23.33% of total references.
An abrupt or unexpected job loss was often noted as a significant disruption and either
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directly or indirectly impacted participants’ persistence at some point throughout their
educational journey. Three participants mentioned unemployment in general as a
significant disruptor, stressor, or hardship.
Participant 1 spoke about how she struggled to keep up with her grades in school
early on because of external factors in her life, one of which was unemployment: “I
couldn’t keep up with the grades, because of other issues as well, because I didn’t have a
job, I didn’t have a car, I didn’t have family—immediate family—to support, to lean on.”
Participant 5 described a time when she lost her job and was close to running out
of unemployment. This loss of a job initiated a shifting of priorities, which ultimately
necessitated putting school aside. Participant 5 shifted her focus to generating income and
paying bills to care for her children as basic needs were prioritized:
I lost my job, and my unemployment ran out … or was also due to run out. My
main focus was, “How am I going to pay my bills? How am I going to take care
of my children? I still don’t have a job.” So I really lost the motivation to want to
go to school because my thought was that’s a long-term goal. I need a short-term
solution now. So I got discouraged from going to school at one point, because you
know I needed money.
Participant 6 experienced an unanticipated loss of a job while she was pregnant
with twins:
So now I’m not working throughout my pregnancy. When the kids are born, I’m
looking for a job. But I’m also going to school. I don’t know how the resources
here work in terms of childcare and things. So … And this is all happening in less
than a year. So, I’m trying to figure out, “How do I get my kids these resources,

89

childcare resources, and this and this and that, so that I can go to work, so that I
can do something?” and things just weren’t working out.
The topic of unemployment came up again when her children’s father abruptly left the
household:
I thought he was at work, but he was actually on a plane to a different state. So
now I’m faced with the challenge of, I’m a single mom, unemployed, trying to go
to school … so now I have to quit school, trying to get these kids through therapy
sessions, and trying to make those things happen. … And now I’m faced with the
challenge of having to raise another two sets of kids by myself. But then, a week
before he left, I had just found out that I was pregnant with my fifth child. So now
I’m pregnant again with my fifth child, so what do I do now? And at that point …
he was the one that was financially responsible for our bills and things like that,
because I couldn’t work. (Participant 6)
Overall, losing a job or being unemployed was described as a significant disruptor
throughout the participants’ journey to earn a bachelor’s degree. For many, it became
much more difficult to focus on school without the financial resources and security that
accompany a stable income.
However, for Participant 3, the abrupt loss of a job during the COVID-19
pandemic was described as a “blessing in disguise.” For Participant 3, it was the first time
in her life when she could fully focus on just school and complete her degree. When
asked whether she felt losing her job helped or hindered her persistence as a student, she
said,
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Helped. I had been going to school since 1998. … I have never been able to just
sit down, you know, my kids are all adults. So at the time, I only had one left in
… my daughter was just graduating high school, so they were older. I had that
time … it helped. I took COVID as a blessing. I really did.
Desire to Be a Role Model or Inspiration for Their Children
A desire to be a role model or inspiration for their children was identified as a
theme that helped participants persist to degree completion. This theme was referenced
six times across four interviews, which accounted for 20% of all references. When times
were tough, the participants’ desire to be an example for their children helped them push
through and stay motivated to keep going. For example, Participant 2 spoke about being a
role model for her daughter:
I want to be a role model for my daughter. She has seen me at my worst and is
aware of what I was going through when I was struggling with drinking. And now
she gets to see me at my best and … you know I used FAFSA and everything, but
I want her to know that her opportunities are there, and I want to be that example
for her that no matter how hard your struggles are that you can change your path
that you’re on. Being in and out of jail, rehab, and detox for a year and a half to
where I am today is one of those 180s that you don’t always get a chance to see.
Even when people do make it out of their everyday addiction, they don’t
necessarily turn their life around in a way where they are striving to do the most,
and not allowing those factors to impact them or to make them feel less than.
Something that is really big for me is making sure that she sees me as an example
of hope.
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Participant 3 also spoke about her children motivating her to finish school:
I didn’t want them to grow up the way that I did. I grew up in a very poor
household, grew up on welfare from the day I was born to the day my mom
passed away. So that drove me to not have my children live that way. With my
first born, I was living in section eight housing, reduced housing. And my goal
was to not still be in that as I had other children. So that was another motivator. I
don’t want my children living in, growing up on welfare like I did. And I knew
having that degree … or so they say … will help you move up further.
Participant 5 spoke about leading by example and how it was important to her that
her sons saw her not give up as they started to work and figure out what they wanted to
do after high school:
Also, it pushed me to keep going, because my sons didn’t know what they wanted
to do after high school, and I felt like, maybe if I had shown them some type of
structure, some type of … me not giving up on something … that they would
probably figure things out and maybe want to do some things also.
Participant 6, spoke of being an inspiration to her daughter: “I don’t want
Michelle Obama to be my daughter’s first inspirational Black woman when I’m right
here.” She added more information about how she wanted to be an example to her five
children:
I think my children motivated me more to keep going, like I was saying earlier, it
was like I had a vision. I had a vision for how I wanted their … what my
parenting to look like. I wanted to be this example for them whether they choose
college or not, because I’m also not an advocate for forcing your children. I think
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that with me, having five children, and knowing that each child comes with their
own individual personality, raising children is not a one size fits all, so I can’t
push every child to go to college if I had a child who absolutely hates school from
the time they were in the first grade. It doesn’t make sense, you know, and so just
trying to be that example for them, has always been my greatest push, has always
been the fuel to my fire to keep going, to not give up, and that’s pretty much it.
(Participant 6)
Supportive Family, Friend, or Partner
Having a supportive family, friend, or partner was identified as impacting
participants’ persistence to degree completion and was referenced six times across three
interviews, which accounted for 20% of total references. For example, when describing
her partner, Participant 1 said, “He kind of saw what I was doing and going to school, and
he was a support system to me pretty much.” She added,
He was understanding because most people would be like “Oh, you know you’re
not spending time with me,” but he wasn’t like that … he understood, or he
understands still that I am trying to do something greater for myself.
(Participant 1)
Participant 5 also mentioned having support from family after the birth of her first
son. Although this had a positive impact on her ability to go to college right out of high
school, she ultimately decided to pause her schooling and return to it later:
I first went to college right out of high school, but I also had a child in my senior
year. By the time I went to graduate, my son was 3 months old. So I went right to
college right away, and I wasn’t really focused. My main focus was trying to

93

make money to take care of my child, and also was in a relationship. My mother
and my grandmother were a big help, you know, as far as watching my child, and
then I don’t know. I just mainly got focused on making money, and I quit school.
Participant 6 talked about how seeing her family helped lift her spirits and
motivated her to keep going:
So those little visits from family when my mom comes to town, when my brother
and my sister-in-law come over, or my cousins come over … those familial
relationships are what also pushes you to keep going, because they check in on
you. They refuel, they refill your cup, and so that’s kind of how that goes.
In addition to these positive familial interactions, Participant 6 also described
having several friends and neighbors who were integral in connecting her with childcare
resources and navigating the childcare system:
By the grace of God, we were able to meet people along the way, like our
childcare director and one of our daycare teachers became one of my friends. …
A neighbor became one of my friends, and kind of taught me the ropes in the
system of how to get childcare, how to get this type of assistance.
Participant 6 had supportive friends who provided emotional support when times were
tough:
So I’ve had some good people in my corner I tell you that, even though the
running of my household was just me by myself. But there’s definitely been a
village that I can pick up the phone if I’m overwhelmed, if I need to decompress.
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Breakups or Separations
Breakups or separations were also identified as a theme that impacted persistence.
It was referenced six times across three interviews, which accounted for 20% of total
references. Participant 4 spoke about domestic abuse, infidelity, and separation from her
son’s father while pursuing her bachelor’s degree:
I found out that he was cheating on me, and he was also abusive towards me. So it
was hard for me to still focus on school, go to work … because I’m working full
time … going to work, and I’m coming home and having to deal with the
emotional, the physical abuse, and everything.
When asked what personal factors impacted their persistence, Participants 5 and 6
mentioned breakups. For Participant 5, a difficult breakup hindered her schooling at first
but then became a motivating factor for her to keep going:
I was in a 4-year relationship that I left last year in May, and at first, it kind of
hindered me. I wasn’t as motivated to go to class and things like that, but then it
kind of in the same sense motivated me, like “You know what, like, why am I
gonna let this bother me?”
Participant 6 talked about experiencing two breakups throughout her 6 years in
school. When asked to share a story of a time when something personal impacted her
persistence, Participant 6 responded, “Oh man, break ups. I think, in between these 6
years I’ve had two failed relationships. I think my last relationship was probably the most
impactful because I put like 100% at this point.” She added, “I think that’s the hard part
about trying to navigate through school and still dealing with little day-to-day life factors
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… breakups, deaths, kid’s injuries, and cancer scares, medical health issues … things like
that” (Participant 6).
Mental Health
Mental health struggles were also identified as a theme that impacted persistence
and were referenced five times across three interviews, accounting for 16.67% of total
references. For this study, the term mental health is used broadly to encompass a wide
range of situations, including diagnosed or undiagnosed stress, anxiety, or depression.
Mental health also describes or references an individual’s overall emotional well-being.
Participant 4 spoke of her mental state when she was going through a separation
and filing a restraining order against her son’s father:
And yeah, I think that’s the only thing that kind of just got in the way because
mentally I wasn’t … like there were days where I just wanted to come home and
just stare at the wall and not do anything because I was so overwhelmed, you
know, and I was just tired. So I just never felt like doing anything.
Participant 5 spoke of experiencing stress and the impact it had on her
schoolwork: “So in between going to school I kind of had some hiccups, you know, as far
as when you get stressed in your real life it—of course—affects your schoolwork.”
Participant 5 explained how her academic advisor provided her with resources to help her
cope with the stress and anxiety she was experiencing: “Trying to hurry up and get all
your assignments in Monday night before midnight … It can also cause stress and
anxiety. So she sent me articles about that stress and anxiety. Eliminating stress and
anxiety.”
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Participant 6 experienced significant mental stress after the birth of her twins but
mentioned school being somewhat of a coping mechanism for her during this difficult
time:
And I think, in that particular phase of my life, I believe that the hindrance and
that moment was more mental stress than anything because when I gave birth to
my twins I did have a rough delivery where I lost so much blood that I eventually
coded during the delivery. So the recovery … the mental recovery … from that …
and I think school may have even been a coping mechanism, looking back at it, to
try to get my mind off of it and find other things to do.
Participant 6 added,
And so we just went through like a lot. My kids and I went through a lot during
that phase, and all I could do was just do what I can do. Eventually life subsided,
and I decided … after I got out of that dark cloud in my life, made a decision, and
I was just like, “Okay, what do I want for myself?”
Research Question 2: Identified Academic Advisor Behaviors
The second research question asked, “What academic advisor behaviors do
pregnant and single mothers identify that impact student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?” The interview
script included 11 questions that specifically asked participants to reflect on their
relationship with their academic advisor. Participants were asked to reflect on specific
behaviors and how these behaviors may have helped or hindered their persistence. The
interview questions were designed to align with the theoretical framework of academic
advisor approaches: developmental, learning-centered, appreciative, strengths-based, and
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proactive. Table 3 summarizes the academic advisor behaviors identified through the
interviews.

Table 3
Academic Advisor Behaviors Identified Through Qualitative Interviews
Behavior

Participants

References

%

Responded quickly, easy to get a
hold of

4

10

14.49

Sent helpful links and resources
specifically for me

5

8

11.59

Reached out when I was struggling
or falling behind

4

8

11.59

Conversed with me (listened to me
and asked questions about my life)

4

8

11.59

Provided me with important program
information

4

8

11.59

Communicated frequently and
consistently

5

7

10.14

Recognized me when I was doing
well

4

7

10.14

Helped me work through a specific
issue

4

6

8.70

Called to see if I needed anything—
checked in

3

4

5.80

Encouraged or motivated me to keep
going

3

3

4.35

69

99.98

Total

Responded Quickly, Easy to Get a Hold of
One academic advisor behavior identified as impacting persistence was the
advisor responding quickly and being easy to get a hold of. This behavior was referenced
10 times across four interviews, which accounted for 14.49% of total references.
Participant 1 stated that her advisor responded quickly. When asked what was helpful to
her when she reflected on her interaction with her advisor, she said,
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Her being quick … because … you know, like, I have a lot going on, sometimes
like when I contact people and you take a long time to respond I kind of feel like
… a little anxious … she’s always been really fast at getting things prepared.
(Participant 1)
Participant 1 added, “I appreciate her more than anything, because she’s there for me
when I need her.”
When reflecting on her interaction with her advisor, Participant 2 said, “I could
call anytime, and I could speak directly to him.” In addition, Participant 2 mentioned that
if she did have to leave a voicemail, she would get a response back within 24 hr. She
clarified that her advisor was not difficult to get a hold of. When asked what was helpful
to her, Participant 2 stated, “Just knowing that I could speak to him whenever I needed
to.”
Participant 4 described her academic advisors as “always available.” When
reflecting on her interaction with them, she said,
I would email them and they would email back within the same day. There was
never a situation where I had to wait and call multiple times for them to answer
one question. So that was helpful for me … communication.
When asked what was most helpful to her in regard to her relationship with her
academic advisor, Participant 6 responded,
Open communication, and the fact that they were always available. I think, even
when you do call in you initially get one of those general people, and then they’ll
always refer you back to your academic advisor. And the timeframe in which they
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get back to you definitely helped the relationship. It helps with communication. It
helps with the overall success of the students as well.
Sent Helpful Links and Resources Specifically for the Student
Sending helpful links and resources was an academic advisor behavior referenced
eight times across five interviews, which accounted for 11.59% of total references. The
act of tailoring these resources to meet students’ specific needs was seen as positively
impacting persistence to degree completion. The links and resources mentioned consisted
of both internal and external resources.
For Participant 2, her academic advisor connected her with an alternative credit
opportunity through Sophia Learning so that she could complete her degree within her
target timeframe:
When he had offered for me to do these other classes … and gave me that
opportunity because, without him, I wouldn’t have known about Sophia […]
Without him telling me about that stuff, I wouldn’t have known it was an option.
Participant 3 also spoke about alternative credit opportunities through Sophia
Learning and how her academic advisor was the one who had presented it to her as an
option. Without taking certain courses through Sophia, she would have had to pay out of
pocket for her last two courses. Her academic advisor was able to get her set up to earn
credits through Sophia Learning as well as credits through her employer training and
Prior Learning Assessments. In addition to these alternative credit opportunities, she
spoke about her academic advisor connecting her with university resources. When asked
about situations in which her academic advisor would contact her, Participant 3 said,
“She made sure to adjust my schedule for me and then gave me extra resources.”
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Participant 5 described how her academic advisor once sent her an article on
prioritizing time because she knew that was an area she needed help with at that time:
We would have a conversation about something, and I would tell her, “You know
I’m kind of just having trouble getting things together. And then I realized that I
have something to do at the last moment.” So she got me an article on
prioritization.
For Participant 6, her advisor connected her with the university resources so that
she could receive accommodations in her course during a difficult time in her life:
My academic advisor is the one who actually reached out to me and let me know
that there were benefits available through the disability program if I needed the
time and the space […] so that I can continue to pursue my degree at my own
pace, without any repercussions of failing the class.
Reached Out When Struggling or Falling Behind
Participants also spoke about their academic advisor reaching out when they were
struggling or falling behind. This behavior was referenced eight times across four
interviews, which accounted for 11.59% of total references. Participant 2 said,
One time that he saw that I was struggling in that class and that first two weeks is
when he called and offered for me to just drop the class and then roll into the next
one, and I’m so glad that he did; they never would have called to ask if that was
an option, but he could see that normally I’m pulling in different grades, and
things are falling into different timelines and I don’t know if they get a
notification on the computer or what but he called me immediately and was like
“What’s going on.”
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Participant 5 spoke about how her advisor would contact her right away if she
noticed she was missing an assignment:
Like if there were assignments that were missed within the 1st week, she would
remind me, you know, getting as many assignments as possible is better for my
grades; it’ll help me later on in the week. You know, if I miss an assignment, we
could be touching on something in an assignment that I missed, and it would get
me behind. So I would say in the beginning of my courses she was always
contacting me.
Participant 6 spoke about her advisor reaching out early to her if she missed an
assignment: “When the academic advisor notices that you’re going off of a certain grade
pattern, they often reach out to you as well, but they don’t wait until you get there; they’ll
reach out if you’re just missing one assignment.”
Conversed With Student (Listened and Asked Questions About Their Life)
Another academic advisor behavior identified as impacting persistence was
conversing with the student. Having genuine conversations with students that involved
active listening by the advisor helped strengthen the relationship between advisor and
student. The advisor both listened and showed genuine interest in the student’s life by
asking questions and remembering little details in subsequent conversations. This
behavior was referenced eight times across four interviews, which accounted for 11.59%
of total references.
Participant 2 discussed how her advisor would “mention details of things that we
had talked about before,” which signaled to her that he was both actively listening and
taking notes of their conversation: “His documentation was on point, and the questions he
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would ask me when we talked let me know he knew exactly who I was, what I was doing,
and what I wanted to do.”
Participant 3 spoke about how different her interaction was with her academic
advisor at the 4-year university versus the community college she attended previously.
She talked about how her community college counselor was primarily focused on
scheduling her courses. In contrast, her 4-year university academic advisors asked her
questions to get to know her and her larger educational and career goals. Participant 3
said, “They were asking me 50 million questions, like they gave me an actual roadmap.”
She added,
They were very hands on. And didn’t hesitate to answer the question like, “I don’t
know; let me get back to you.” So when I made it out of my associate’s degree
and into my bachelor’s degree program, I got a different counselor. No different.
Awesome. Very hands on. Like it was amazing.
Provided Student With Important Program Information
Advisors providing students with important program information were referenced
eight times across four interviews, which accounted for 11.59% of total references.
Helping students navigate their way through program requirements and, in some cases,
internship requirements were mentioned. Participant 1 described her academic advisor as
“very informative” and added, “To me, they have a job to do and their job is to be
informative.”
Participant 2 discussed how her academic advisor ultimately helped her decide on
her major. She had started in a bachelor’s program focused on correctional support but
did not want to be in the prison system. Her academic advisor walked her through various
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psychology programs and ultimately helped her choose industrial-organizational
psychology.
For Participant 4, her academic advisor played an important role in providing her
with information regarding her internship and helped her stay on track of her application
dates:
I remember they contacted me for my internship. There’s an application, a whole
package that you have to do. And they emailed me that information 9 months
early, like “Hey you need to start planning for this; these are the documents you
are going to need.” It was a lot. So … if I forgot, they would contact me again like
“just to remind you … this is due … before you can start your internship.”
Communicated Frequently and Consistently
Frequent and consistent communication was referenced seven times across five
interviews, accounting for 10.14% of total references. Participant 1 spoke about her
advisor always being quick to respond and how she would notify her ahead of time if she
was going to be out of the office. Participant 2 talked to her advisor several times a year
and spoke about the depth of their conversation:
And even though we only talked so many times in a year, every time we talked
we talked for like an hour at least. So he was very invested in hearing like what I
was doing, what my plans were, had they changed … which was really cool, I felt
… that was really supportive.
Participant 5 reflected on her interaction with her academic advisor: “We had very
positive and a lot of interaction,” and she added, “She would probably call me maybe
once every 2 weeks.”
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Recognized Student When They Were Doing Well
Four participants spoke about their advisors recognizing them when they were
doing well. This behavior was referenced seven times across four interviews, accounting
for 10.14% of total references. Participant 2 mentioned her advisor recognizing her after
she had completed 6 months of very difficult coursework:
He called me and he said, “I have had students tell me ‘I’m going to do this and
I’m going to do that’… or ‘I am going to take this many credits but rarely do I
actually see it done. You’ve gone above and beyond, you completed, you passed
… you have a good GPA, and I’m incredibly proud of you.
She added that her advisor had been so impressed that he spoke about her in an upcoming
newsletter or email so that her story could be an inspiration to other students: “He
brought me up in a meeting, for the stuff that I was capable of doing. To be an inspiration
to other students that it can be done.” She added,
When I finally did complete all that stuff, and he had brought me up to the board
and was using me as an example for other students. And told me that I had said I
was going to do all these things, but the fact that I actually did them was
incredible. So that meant a lot to me. I definitely felt appreciated. (Participant 2)
Participant 5 spoke about her academic advisor giving her a special shout out
when she noticed she had been earning all As and Bs since she had reenrolled in classes.
Participant 5 talked about how she did not really notice or pay attention to this, but her
academic advisor was the one who pointed it out and took the time to acknowledge her:
And she was like, “Yeah, you’re doing really good. It’s really great.” So you
know her just shouting that out again, you know, going online … You don’t have
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that same experience for a professor to reach out and say, “Hey, good job!” And
you know that goes to your morale and motivation, just knowing that you do
matter in a school of probably millions.
Helped Student Work Through Specific Issues or Problems
Helping students work through specific issues or problems was an academic
advisor behavior identified in the interviews. This behavior was referenced six times
across four interviews, accounting for 8.7% of total references. Participant 1 described
her advisor as being helpful multiple times. She would go to her advisor with questions,
and her advisor would have answers for her. Participant 1 said, “Who is going to help me
with these things if it’s not her?”
When Participant 3 experienced a sudden job loss during the COVID-19
pandemic, she was determined to finish her bachelor’s degree as soon as possible. She
turned to her academic advisor to help in adjusting her schedule. When describing her
academic advisor’s role in this situation, Participant 3 said, “Like, she helped me to reach
the finish line … like fast-tracked it.”
At one point during her educational journey, Participant 5 encountered an issue
with her financial aid. She turned to her academic advisor for guidance. Participant 5
described her academic advisor as “compassionate” and “caring,” and she said, “Even if I
was upset and talking to her like I was frustrated … She never, ever matched my energy.”
Participant 5 added,
She would be like, “I understand, I would be frustrated, too. But in order for us to
get to solve this problem. You know you’re gonna have to calm down, and we’re
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gonna have to be able to listen to what technical tells us, or to what finance tells
us.”
Called to See Whether Student Needed Anything—Checked in
Several participants spoke about their advisor calling to check in with them. This
behavior was referenced four times across three interviews, accounting for 5.8% of total
references. Participant 2 said her advisor would “call and check up on me, see if I needed
anything.”
Participant 5 experienced frequent communication with her advisor and spoke
about her advisor reaching out more frequently during difficult classes: “She would
probably call me maybe once every 2 weeks. If she knew I was in a heavy class or
something like that, she would call a little bit more often, maybe once a week, just to
check in.”
Encouraged or Motivated Student to Keep Going
The academic advisor encouraging or motivating the student to keep going was
also a behavior that was identified. This behavior was referenced three times across three
interviews, which accounted for 4.35% of total references.
When asked what her academic advisor did or said that impacted her persistence
as a single mom, Participant 3 said, “She was very encouraging on letting me know that
life happens […] I was reassured that I had an attainable goal.”
For participant 5, her advisor would remind her of her goal. This kept her
motivated and helped her push through when times were tough. She said her advisor
“always reminded me of what I told her when I first called about my goal.”
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When asked what her academic advisor taught her, Participant 6 responded, “To
keep on going. Because life is going to happen.”
Research Question 3: Academic Advisor Behaviors With Greatest Impact
Research Question 3 asked, “What identified academic advisor behaviors do
pregnant and single mothers perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence
while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?”
This question was explored using an electronic survey (Appendix E), which asked
participants who had completed the qualitative interviews to rank the top three academic
advisor behaviors that they perceived to have the greatest impact on their persistence to
degree completion. Once the top three behaviors were identified, the participant ranked
the behaviors according to greatest impact, second greatest impact, and third greatest
impact. Lastly, participants were asked to rank each academic advisor behavior on a
Likert scale from 0 (did not occur/did not experience behavior) to 4 (major impact).
The first survey question asked participants to identify the top three behaviors that
had the greatest impact on their persistence. Table 4 summarizes the data from Survey
Question 1, Part 1. Based on the quantitative survey data, the academic advisor behavior
that was most frequently selected in the top three behaviors was “sent helpful links and
resources specifically for me” and “provided me with important program information.”
These were both referenced three times each, which accounted for 16.67% of total
responses. “Called to see if I needed anything—checked in,” “reached out when I was
struggling or falling behind,” “responded quickly, easy to get a hold of,” and
“communicated frequently and consistently” were marked as a top three behavior twice,
which accounted for 11.11% of total responses. All remaining academic advisor
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behaviors (“conversed with me,” “recognized me when I was doing well,” “helped me
work through a specific issue,” and “encouraged or motivated me to keep going”) were
referenced once and accounted for 5.56% of total responses. All 10 academic advisor
behaviors were selected as a top three choice at least once.

Table 4
Data Summary of Survey Question 1, Part 1
Academic advisor behavior

n

%

Survey Question 1, Part 1: “Please select the top three academic advisor behaviors that had the
greatest impact on your persistence.”
3
16.67
Sent helpful links and resources specifically for me
Provided me with important program information
3
16.67
Called to see if I needed anything—checked in
2
11.11
Reached out when I was struggling or falling behind
2
11.11
Responded quickly, easy to get a hold of
2
11.11
Communicated frequently and consistently
2
11.11
Conversed with me (listened to me and asked questions about my life)
1
5.56
Recognized me when I was doing well
1
5.56
Helped me work through a specific issue
1
5.56
Encouraged or motivated me to keep going
1
5.56
Total
18
100.02

The second part of Survey Question 1 asked participants to rank the top three
behaviors according to first greatest impact (1), second greatest impact (2), and third
greatest impact (3). Table 5 summarizes the data from Survey Question 1, Part 2.
Although “sent helpful links and resources specifically for me” and “provided me with
important program information” were most frequently noted in the top three behaviors,
they were not behaviors that were most frequently ranked 1. The behavior ranked as
having the greatest impact on persistence was “responded quickly, easy to get hold of.”
This behavior was ranked 1, having greatest impact on persistence, by two respondents.
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“Conversed with me,” “recognized me when I was doing well,” “called to see if I needed
anything—checked in,” and “provided me with important program information” were
ranked 1 one time. All other behaviors were ranked 2 or 3.

Table 5
Data Summary for Survey Question 1, Part 2
Rank 1

Rank 2

Rank 3

Academic advisor behavior
%

n

%

n

%

n

Frequency
Total

Survey Question 1, Part 2: “Now, rank the top three academic advisor behaviors by ordering them by
first greatest impact, second greatest impact, and third greatest impact.”
Provided me with important
program information

33.33

1

0.00

0

66.67

2

3

Sent helpful links and
resources specifically for
me

0.00

0

33.33

1

66.67

2

3

Responded quickly, easy to
get a hold of

100.00

2

0.00

0

0.00

0

2

Called to see if I needed
anything - checked in

50.00

1

0.00

0

50.00

1

2

Reached out when I was
struggling or falling
behind

0.00

0

100.00

2

0.00

0

2

Communicated frequently
and consistently

0.00

0

50.00

1

50.00

1

2

Conversed with me (listened
to me and asked questions
about my life)

100.00

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

1

Recognized me when I was
doing well

100.00

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

1

Helped me work through a
specific issue

0.00

0

100.00

1

0.00

0

1

Encouraged or motivated
me to keep going

0.00

0

100.00

1

0.00

0

1

The last section of survey questions asked participants to rate all 10 academic
advisor behaviors individually and rate their impact using a Likert scale ranging from 0
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(did not occur/did not experience behavior) to 4 (major impact). Table 6 summarizes the
data for Survey Questions 2–11. The behavior with the greatest weighted average was
“responded quickly, easy to get a hold of.” This behavior was marked as having a major
impact on persistence by all six respondents, with a weighted average of 4.0. “Sent
helpful links and resources specifically for me” had a weighted average of 3.5. Five
respondents rated this behavior as having a major impact, and one respondent marked it
as having no impact. “Reached out when I was struggling or falling behind,” “conversed
with me,” “recognized me when I was doing well,” and “encouraged or motivated me to
keep going” all had weighted averages of 3.4. “Provided me with important program
information,” “communicated frequently and consistently,” and “helped me work through
a specific issue” had weighted averages of 3.3. Lastly, “called to see if I needed
anything—checked in” had a weighted average of 3.0.
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Table 6
Data Summary for Survey Questions 2–11

Academic advisor
behavior

0
N/A – did not
occur/did not
experience
behavior
%
n

1
No impact

2
Minor impact

3
Moderate
impact

4
Major impact

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

Total

Weighted
average
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Responded quickly,
easy to get a hold of

0.00

0

0.00

0

0.00

0

0.00

0

100.00

6

6

4.00

Sent helpful links and
resources specifically
for me

0.00

0

16.67

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

83.33

5

6

3.50

Reached out when I
was struggling or
falling behind

16.67

1

16.67

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

66.67

4

5

3.40

Conversed with me
(listened to me and
asked questions about
my life)

16.67

1

16.67

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

66.67

4

5

3.40

Recognized me when I
was doing well

16.67

1

16.67

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

66.67

4

5

3.40

Encouraged or
motivated me to keep
going

16.67

1

16.67

1

0.00

0

0.00

0

66.67

4

5

3.40

Table 6 (continued)

Academic advisor
behavior

0
N/A – did not
occur/did not
experience
behavior
%
n

1
No impact

2
Minor impact

3
Moderate impact

4
Major impact

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

Total

Weighted
average
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Provided me with
important program
information

0.00

0

16.67

1

0.00

0

16.67

1

66.67

4

6

3.33

Communicated
frequently and
consistently

0.00

0

16.67

1

0.00

0

16.67

1

66.67

4

6

3.33

Helped me work
through a specific
issue

0.00

0

16.67

1

0.00

0

16.67

1

66.67

4

6

3.33

Called to see if I
needed anything checked in

16.67

1

16.67

1

0.00

0

33.33

2

33.33

2

5

3.00

Key Findings
Based on the qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis, key
findings relating to the Financial, Personal, Familial, and Institutional factors that
impacted persistence were extracted as well as the academic advisor behaviors that
impacted persistence to degree completion. The qualitative data provided insight into the
themes that helped or hindered persistence. In addition, the qualitative data provided
insight into the academic advisor behaviors that the participants identified as impacting
their persistence. The findings from the qualitative data provided an in-depth
understanding of what impacted their persistence and information about the participants’
relationship with their academic advisor. The quantitative data revealed which academic
advisor behaviors single mothers perceived to have the greatest impact on persistence.
Based on the data collected, the following key findings were discovered.
Summary of Findings: Factors That Impact Persistence
1. Loss of a job (unemployment) was most frequently referenced in the interviews as
a theme that impacted persistence. It was referenced seven times across four
interviews, accounting for 23.33% of total references.
2. Desire to be a role model or inspiration for their children was the second most
frequently referenced theme that impacted persistence. It was referenced six times
across four interviews and accounted for 20% of total references.
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Factors That Impact Persistence
1. Although the loss of a job (unemployment) was primarily described as a disruptor
or hindrance to persistence, it was also noted as helping one participant persist.
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Three participants identified it as a significant challenge, but one participant
identified losing her job as helping her persistence.
Summary of Findings: Academic Advisor Behaviors
1. Responded quickly, easy to get a hold of was most frequently referenced in the
interviews and had the greatest weighted average in the survey data. This
behavior was referenced 10 times in the interviews, which accounted for 14.49%
of total references. In addition, all respondents marked this behavior as having a
major impact on their persistence in the survey.
2. Responded quickly, easy to get a hold of was selected as the academic advisor
behavior with the greatest impact (1) two times. All other behaviors were selected
one time or none.
3. Sent helpful links and resources specifically for me and communicated frequently
and consistently were mentioned in the interviews by the greatest number of
participants. Five of the six participants mentioned these behaviors during the
interviews.
Summary of Unexpected Findings: Academic Advisor Behaviors
1. Provided me with important program information was selected as a top three
behavior three times; however, it was only ranked 1 one time, ranked 2 zero
times, and ranked 3 two times.
2. Sent helpful links and resources specifically for me was selected as a top three
behavior three times; however, it was ranked 1 zero times, ranked 2 one time, and
ranked 3 two times.

115

Summary
The purpose of this sequential exploratory mixed methods study was to identify
factors that single mothers perceive to impact their persistence to degree completion. In
addition, the study aimed to describe academic advisor behaviors that impact persistence
and identify academic advisor behaviors that have the greatest impact on persistence.
Data collection included interviews for qualitative data and an electronic survey for
quantitative data. The chapter provided a summary presentation of the data related to the
factors that impacted persistence and the academic advisor behaviors described and
identified. Chapter V provides an overview of the major findings, conclusions,
implications for action, and recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This sequential exploratory mixed methods study identified and described
academic advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on the persistence of six
pregnant and single mothers who were enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
4-year nontraditional university. It also uncovered the Financial, Personal, Familial, and
Institutional factors that the pregnant and single mothers perceived to impact their
persistence to degree completion. Chapter V provides an overview of the study (purpose
statement, research questions, methodology, population, and sample), major findings,
unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action, recommendations for future
research, and concluding reflections.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to identify and describe academic
advisor behaviors that had the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through
the lens of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university.
Research Questions
1. What factors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to impact student
persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a 4-year
nontraditional university?
2. What academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers identify that
impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
4-year nontraditional university?
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3. What identified academic advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year nontraditional university?
Methodology
This sequential exploratory mixed methods study included two steps of data
collection. The first step included one-on-one interviews with six single mothers who had
recently graduated from a 4-year nontraditional university. The researcher asked
structured interview questions to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of
single mothers and to gain insight into the factors that single mothers perceive to have
helped or hindered their persistence to degree completion. In addition, the researcher
asked participants questions specifically about their relationship with the academic
advisor and what behaviors they perceived to have impacted their persistence.
After the interviews were conducted, the researcher coded the data and identified
the general themes that impacted persistence and 10 academic advisor behaviors that
impacted persistence. The researcher included these 10 behaviors on a survey instrument,
which asked participants to identify the top three behaviors they perceived to have the
greatest impact on persistence. In addition, the survey asked participants to rank the
behaviors according to first greatest impact (1), second greatest impact (2), and third
greatest impact (3). Lastly, the survey asked respondents to assess each academic advisor
behavior individually by ranking each behavior on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (did not
occur/did not experience behavior) to 4 (major impact). The survey was administered to
the same six women who had participated in the interviews.
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Population
The population for this study consisted of 1,662,878 undergraduate single mothers
in the United States. Of the estimated population of 808 single mothers attending only
University of Phoenix and UMass Global (formerly Brandman University),
approximately 226 single mothers met the sampling frame criteria. Those targeted to
participate in the study must have completed their first bachelor’s degree from the
University of Phoenix or UMass Global and graduated between June 2020 and September
2022. Participants must have self-identified as single mothers, experienced a pregnancy
that resulted in a live birth at some point throughout their educational journey, and had at
least 6 months left of coursework to complete their program after childbirth occurred.
Lastly, participants must have had contact with an academic advisor and been able to
speak to some of the their interactions with them.
Sample
Three students were selected from the University of Phoenix, and three students
were selected from UMass Global. The study used both convenience and purposeful
sampling methods. Participants from the University of Phoenix were identified and
contacted by the researcher through LinkedIn. Some participants from UMass Global
were contacted through LinkedIn. Others were contacted through email because the
researcher had connections to recent alumni through the Pregnant and Parenting Scholars
Organization at UMass Global.
Major Findings
Major findings for this study were grouped by themes: factors that impact
persistence and academic advisor behaviors. Research Question 1 addressed factors that
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impacted persistence to degree completion, and Research Questions 2 and 3 addressed
academic advisor behaviors. These findings were drawn from major themes extracted
from the interviews and the data collected through the electronic survey, which were
analyzed in Chapter IV. A summary of five major findings and one unexpected finding is
discussed in the next sections and connected to the literature and theoretical framework
for the study.
Major Finding 1: The Loss of a Job Significantly Impacts Single Mothers’
Persistence
The findings from this study revealed that the loss of a job (unemployment)
significantly impacted single mothers’ persistence to degree completion. It was
referenced seven times across four interviews, accounting for 23.33% of total references.
Most single mothers interviewed in the study experienced an abrupt or unanticipated loss
of a job, which initiated an immediate shifting of priorities. Three of the four participants
interviewed described the loss of a job as a significant hindrance and disruptor to
persistence. Single mothers who experienced unemployment immediately shifted
priorities to maintaining their households and caring for their children, putting school on
hold until a new source of income was established.
According to Bean and Metzner (1985), the primary difference between
nontraditional and traditional student attrition is that nontraditional students are more
impacted by external environment than social integration variables. Single mothers are
responsible for maintaining their household as the sole caretaker for their children. Their
external environment is often complex as they juggle work, school, and their children’s
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schedules. When external environmental variables such as finances become an issue, this
immediately impacts their ability to persist in their programs.
This finding was consistent with the literature and aligned with Bean and
Metzner’s (1985) model of nontraditional student attrition. Strong academic variables
cannot compensate for a weak external environment (Bean & Metzner, 1985). Even with
good grades, single mothers’ ability to move forward in their programs was halted when
income was lost. Participant 1 stated, “I feel like everything around me is what is
affecting me more than like myself.”
Major Finding 2: Single Mothers Are Fueled by Strong Desire to Be Role Models
for Their Children
Single mothers are fueled by a strong desire to be role models for their children,
and their children are powerful motivators for them to earn their degrees. Single mothers
have an immense intrinsic motivation to earn their degrees to be a role model or
inspiration to their children. They spoke about “beating the odds” and pursuing education
to change their family tree. In some cases, not wanting their children to have to grow up
the way they did was a driving force to earn their degree. They also spoke of earning their
degree so that they could “live by example.” They felt they could not encourage their
children to pursue college or be able to show them the way and help them navigate
college if they had not completed their bachelor’s degree.
This finding is consistent with Tinto (2015, 2017) who linked persistence closely
with motivation because students must be motivated to put forward effort when
challenges arise. For single mothers, this desire to be a role model for their children
helped them push forward during tough times.
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Major Finding 3: Relationships Play a Major Role in Persistence for Single Mothers
Having a supportive friend, family, or partner can help persistence while breakups
or separations can temporarily disrupt or hinder persistence. The single mothers
interviewed in this study spoke about their “village” or support network who provided
much needed emotional and sometimes physical support. This was consistent with
findings from Hicks (2018), who found that single mothers felt their family members
helped and that their support was a significant, positive predictor of intent to persist.
Family Support is an environmental factor that aids single mothers’ resilience in college
(Gibson, 2012).
Supportive relationships help aid persistence, but disruptions in relationships are
often a temporary hindrance. Half of the single mothers interviewed mentioned breakups
or separations as a personal theme that impacted their persistence. The emotional toll of a
breakup often impacted participants’ mental health. Although breakups were described as
challenging to overcome, participants also spoke of taking intentional actions to heal
from the breakup. They mentioned having to “get myself back together” or “get out of the
dark cloud in my life.” Although the breakup or separation may have been a temporary
disruption, single mothers also spoke of the breakup or separation as eventually
motivating them to push forward and not let it bring them down or let the breakup derail
their goals.
Major Finding 4: Academic Advisors Who Respond Quickly and Are Easy to Get a
Hold of Are Essential to Single Mothers
Having an academic advisor who responds quickly and is easy to access is
essential to single mothers because they balance school with work, family, and other
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responsibilities. The single mothers interviewed all had multiple children ranging from
infants to adults. They spoke of strategically balancing their children’s school schedule
with their own school and work schedule. It was evident through the interviews that
single mothers are busy and strive to be most productive with their time. Therefore,
single mothers value when their academic advisor is accessible. Not having to chase
down or make multiple phone calls to reach their academic advisor was appreciated.
An academic advisor who was responsive and easy to get a hold of was most
frequently referenced in the interviews and had the greatest weighted average in the
survey data. It was referenced 10 times in the interviews, which accounted for 14.49% of
total references. All participants marked this behavior as having a major impact in the
survey, making it the academic advisor behavior with the highest weighted average out of
all other behaviors.
This academic advisor behavior aligns with a proactive advising approach
because it requires a high level of involvement from the academic advisor. This approach
includes frequent check-ins to get ahead of potential problems. The proactive advising
approach increases communication between academic advisor and student (Schwebel et
al., 2008; J. S. Smith, 2007). All participants in this study spoke of open communication
with their academic advisor—they knew exactly who their advisor was and how to reach
them. They noted that their academic advisor communicated with them frequently and
consistently.
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Major Finding 5: Single Mothers Need Academic Advisors to Connect Them With
Resources They Otherwise Would Not Have Known About
Single mothers need academic advisors to connect them with resources they
otherwise would not have known about both within and outside the university.
Participants described situations when their academic advisor sent them helpful links or
resources that were tailored to their needs. This theme was mentioned in five of the six
interviews. The women interviewed spoke about their academic advisor sharing creative
solutions for them to graduate sooner. They talked about these solutions as resources that
they otherwise would not have known about. These solutions included alternative credit
opportunities and using their work training through Prior Learning Assessments.
This finding aligns with what the literature revealed about the importance of
disseminating important program and resource information to single parents in college.
Academic advisors play a critical role in assisting students in discovering services that
would be useful to them as single parents (Tehan, 2007).
Unexpected Findings
Unexpected Finding 1: Providing Students With Helpful Links, Resources, and
Program Information Was Important to Single Mothers
The single mothers interviewed spoke about their academic advisors providing
them with important links, resources, and program information. This behavior was
selected as a top three behavior most frequently referenced, and it was most commonly
ranked 3 on the survey. This was an unexpected finding because this behavior is a central
role and responsibility of an academic advisor. Although it is important, it was more
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important to single mothers that their academic advisor was accessible, easy to reach, and
responded to them quickly.
Conclusions
The following conclusions are based on the findings of this study and supported
by the literature review in Chapter II.
Conclusion 1: Continued Employment is a Critical Component to Aid Persistence of
Single Mothers
Most single mothers in this study experienced an abrupt or unexpected loss of a
job at some point throughout their educational journey. All but one single mother
described unemployment as a significant disruptor that hindered persistence. Single
mothers pursuing undergraduate degrees rely on consistent income to fund their
educational expenses and run their household. When single mothers lose their job, it
initiates an immediate shifting of priorities as the focus turns to generating income to
provide for their children. School then becomes a “long-term goal,” and providing
financially for their children and household is something that needs a “short-term
solution” now.
This concept aligns with Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model of nontraditional
student attrition. According to Bean and Metzner, the primary difference between
attrition of traditional and nontraditional students is that nontraditional students are more
affected by the external environment than traditional students. When a nontraditional
student has strong environmental support (including finances and a stable income), this
can compensate for low academic variables. However, the inverse is not true; strong
academic variables cannot compensate for a lack of environmental support (Bean &
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Metzner, 1985). In this case, having a stable job is a critical environmental variable to
assist single mothers in completing their degrees. When single mothers experience
unemployment, it often becomes a “make or break” situation that immediately derails
their schooling. Continued employment provides stability for single mothers in allowing
them to keep their household running, care for their children, pay for childcare and other
educational expenses.
Conclusion 2: Single Mothers Are Goal Oriented and Future Focused, Have a
Strong Sense of Purpose, and Overcome Immense Obstacles for Their Children
The findings support that single mothers have a strong motivation to earn their
degree for their children. Single mothers often earn their degree solely for their
children—to be role models and to provide them with more opportunities and a better
life. Single mothers are fueled by a strong desire to live by example. They want their
children to see them succeed. The single mothers interviewed in this study had overcome
immense hurdles: domestic abuse, addiction, divorce, infidelity, abandonment,
discrimination, housing insecurity, and poverty. They were very aware of the fact that
their children were watching and therefore were immensely motivated to persist and to
reach their educational goals.
Single mothers are goal oriented and future focused. They make major
educational decisions with their children at the forefront, including their learning
modality and the major they choose. The single mothers interviewed spoke of choosing a
major that aligned with the type of life they wanted to provide or the type of schedule
they needed for their family. Single mothers in college are very aware of the benefits of
degree attainment and the impact it can have on lifetime earnings.
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Conclusion 3: Single Mothers Need Stable and Supportive Relationships in Their
Lives to Thrive in College
Relationships play a major role in persistence for single mothers in college. The
single mothers interviewed spoke of their “village” in relation to friends, family, or
partners whom they could lean on for help when needed. Having consistent, stable
relationships helps single mothers thrive in college. Family support specifically is a
positive predictor of intent to persist to degree completion (Hicks, 2018). It is important
that single mothers have individuals “in their corner” who both support their decision to
pursue an education and genuinely want to help. Conversely, having unstable or
unsupportive relationships have a negative impact on persistence. Furthermore, breaks or
disruptions in romantic relationships have a negative impact on persistence. Many single
mothers interviewed referenced breakups or separations as a significant yet temporary
disruption to their persistence to degree completion.
Conclusion 4: Single Mothers Have Busy Lives and Can Lose Their Momentum and
Fall Behind in the Program if Their Academic Advisor Is Difficult to Reach
Single mothers both appreciate and need an academic advisor who responds
quickly and is easy to get a hold of. All single mothers in the study marked this behavior
as having a major impact on their persistence in the survey. Advisor responsiveness was
also the most referenced academic advisor behavior that impacted persistence during the
interviews. Single mothers spoke about how helpful it was to be able to reach their
academic advisor at any time to get the help they needed. As single mothers balance a
busy life with work, school, and family, it becomes increasingly more important to have
an academic advisor who is available and easy to reach. Single mothers need open
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communication with their academic advisor. They can lose their momentum if turnaround
windows are prolonged. The single mothers interviewed spoke of having “a lot going on”
and appreciated their academic advisor being fast in communicating with them.
Conclusion 5: Single Mothers Desire and Need Additional Resources to Help Them
Graduate Sooner
The single mothers interviewed spoke of their academic advisors providing them
with links, resources, and information that they otherwise would not have known about.
None of the single mothers interviewed completed their degree within 6 years of starting.
For some, the journey to earn a bachelor’s degree took a decade or longer with many
interruptions, stops, and transfers along the way. With this in mind, single mothers both
desire and need additional resources to help them graduate sooner. Several participants
spoke of their academic advisor connecting them with alternative credit opportunities,
which opened the door for them to graduate sooner than expected. Earning credit through
alternative programs, such as Sophia Learning or using the university Prior Learning
Assessment opportunity, was beneficial in saving single mothers both time and money.
Academic advisors must use a proactive or intrusive academic advising approach
and not assume that students know this information already. The proactive approach
allows academic advisors to provide students with the information they need before
requesting it and often before even realizing that they need it (Drake et al., 2013).
Implications for Action
Based on the major findings and conclusions from this study, the following
implications for action are recommended for higher education leaders and academic
advisors:

128

• Academic advisors and higher education leaders must provide single mothers with
additional support when they experience unemployment. They must recognize that
single mothers need to prioritize and conserve resources, oftentimes requiring
single mothers to put school on hold until stable income is secured again.
• Academic advisors should use a developmental advising approach to remind
students of their “why” or primary motivation for earning their degree. Single
mothers are fueled by a strong desire to be role models for their children; when
times are tough, they can gently be reminded of this.
• Academic advisors working with single mothers should strive to understand their
support network during their first appointment with the student. If strong, stable
relationships in the student’s life are lacking, the academic advisor must connect
students with peer or alumnus mentors.
• Academic advisors must accommodate single mothers’ busy schedules and make
themselves accessible to ensure they do not fall behind in their programs or lose
momentum. Quick responses and open communication by academic advisors will
help keep single mothers engaged and persist to degree completion.
• Academic advisors need to be aware of resources that may aid persistence for
single mothers and enable them to finish their degrees faster. They must
brainstorm creative solutions, such as using alternative credit opportunities or
applying work training for credit, to help single mothers make up for lost time
because many of them will take 6 years or more to complete their degree.
• The research findings must be shared with professional organizations such as the
National Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA) and
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NACADA, The Global Community for Academic Advising. This information
should be delivered at annual conferences to allow academic advisors and higher
education leaders nationwide to better understand how their daily behaviors and
interactions with single mothers impact their persistence and overall success.
• The research findings must be shared with higher education leaders and key
stakeholders at UMass Global and the University of Phoenix. Higher education
leaders should use these findings to update training materials for academic
advisors. Future training for academic advisors must highlight the specific
academic advisor behaviors that have the greatest impact on persistence for single
mothers.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the collected data from this study, additional research could be
conducted. The researcher’s recommendations for further research are discussed in the
next sections.
Recommendation 1: Replication With a Large Sample
It is recommended that the study be replicated with a larger sample size. The
researcher recognizes a major limitation of this study was the small sample size, which
included only six participants. Replicating this study with a larger sample would add
depth to this research and strengthen the findings.
Recommendation 2: Replication With Different Participant Criteria—Age of
Children
The single mothers interviewed in the study had children ranging from infants to
adults. Opportunity for additional research includes replicating the study and narrowing
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the scope to focus on single mothers who have children preschool aged or younger.
Based on the literature, time poverty more severely impacts students with young children
(Conway et al., 2021; Wladis et al., 2018). Consequently, it would further the research
and provide additional insight into the unique challenges single mothers of preschoolaged children face versus single mothers with older children.
Recommendation 3: Replication With Different Participant Criteria—Time to
Complete Degree
The single mothers in this study had all graduated from either UMass Global or
University of Phoenix. However, they all took breaks throughout their program and often
stopped for months or years at a time. It is recommended that the study be replicated but
the participant criteria be narrowed to include single mothers who earned their degree
within 6 years. It would be helpful to reveal what factors aided in their persistence in
completing within a 6-year timeframe.
Recommendation 4: Replication With Different Population—2-Year Degree
The sample for this study included single mothers who had earned their
bachelor’s degree from a 4-year nontraditional university. It is recommended that this
study be replicated with single mothers who earned their associate degree from a 2-year
or 4-year nontraditional university to better understand single mothers’ educational
journey and what obstacles, challenges, and barriers they may face.
Recommendation 5: Replication With Different Population—Single and Teen
Mothers
The sample of this study included single mothers. Although some reported to
have had their first child during their teen years, the study did not specifically focus on
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teen mothers. It is recommended that the study be replicated to focus on both single and
teen mothers who experienced pregnancy at some point throughout their programs.
Recommendation 6: Explore Academic Advisor Behaviors Interacting With Single
Mothers From the Perspective of the Academic Advisor
This study aimed to understand the unique experiences of single mothers who had
recently earned their bachelor’s degrees. It is recommended that further research be
conducted to explore academic advisor behaviors from the perspective of the academic
advisor. It is recommended to explore the challenges academic advisors perceive to face
when advising and supporting single mothers.
Recommendation 7: Further Exploration of Factors That Impact Persistence
This study uncovered five factors that single mothers perceived to impact
persistence to degree completion. These factors include (a) loss of a job; (b) desire to be
role model or inspiration for their children; (c) support of family, friends, or partner;
(d) breakups or separations; and 5) mental health. It is recommended that these factors be
further explored in future studies. In addition, it is recommended that these factors be
linked to the women who are successful now and that further research be conducted to
understand how their struggles may have ultimately impacted their success.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
I enrolled in the doctoral program because I wanted to learn how organizations
enact change. I knew the change I wanted to lead but did not have the leadership
experience to know where to start. I began my doctoral journey as a new academic
advisor taking my first step into higher education. Throughout the doctoral program, I
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earned two promotions and held a leadership position within the academic advising
department.
I identify as both a teen mother and a single mother, and these are identity
markers that I am proud of. I was inspired to research the topic of single mothers earning
their college degrees because I encountered obstacles, challenges, and barriers throughout
my journey that impacted my persistence. I was a straight A student, yet it took me more
than 7 years to earn my bachelor’s degree. As an academic advisor, I met with many
parenting students who excelled academically but struggled to persist to degree
completion.
I wanted to know why. I also wanted to understand what staff and faculty can do
to provide more equitable services to parenting students, especially single mothers. I
realized that most institutions in the United States are not prepared to support
undergraduate students with children. The narrative in higher education still echoes that
college and parenting are not compatible. Higher education institutions are still very
much built to cater to the full-time, traditional college student: freshly graduated from
high school, single, with no dependents. However, with an increased focus on
nontraditional universities and engaging adult learners through online education, this
narrative is changing.
I chose to devote the last 2 and a half years of my life to this research because I do
not believe women should have to choose between being a mother or earning a college
degree. These two paths are compatible, and it is the institutions that must change and
respond to the educational and familial needs of a dynamic and evolving society.
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If you want to change the world, go home and love your family.
—Mother Teresa
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APPENDIX B
Email to Research Study Participants – First Contact
FOR UMASS GLOBAL POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS:
Hello,
I am reaching out to you as a Doctoral Candidate at the University of Massachusetts
Global (formerly Brandman University). I am conducting a study on single mothers’
persistence in college.
If you self-identify as a single mother, I would love to have you involved in this study.
Your insight, stories, and experiences as a recent graduate would be invaluable to my
study.
The study will involve a 60-minute interview through Zoom, followed by a quick survey.
If you are interested, please respond to this email so that I may follow up with you in the
coming weeks.
Sincerely,
Kristina King
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
FOR UNIVERSITY OF PHOENIX POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS:
Hello,
I am reaching out to you as a Doctoral Candidate at the University of Massachusetts
Global (formerly Brandman University). I am conducting a study on single mothers’
persistence in college.
If you self-identify as a single mother, I would love to have you involved in this study.
Your insight, stories, and experiences as a recent graduate would be invaluable to my
study.
The study will involve a 60-minute interview through Zoom, followed by a quick survey.
If you are interested, please respond with your contact information so that I may follow
up with you in the coming weeks.
Sincerely,
Kristina King
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APPENDIX C
Email to Research Study Participants – Second Contact
Dear [participant],
Thank you for your interest in participating in this research study – it was a pleasure
connecting with you on LinkedIn, and I look forward to meeting you virtually through Zoom
soon!
I am currently working on research for my dissertation titled: "The Impact of Academic
Advisor Behaviors on Persistence of Pregnant and Single Mothers at Four-Year
Nontraditional Universities: A Mixed Methods Study." The purpose of this study is to
uncover factors that single mothers perceive to impact their persistence. Additionally, this
study aims to identify the Academic Advisor behaviors that single mothers perceive to have
had the greatest impact on their persistence to degree completion.
Your information will be kept confidential, and your name will not be identified.
Participation in this study includes two parts:
1) A one-on-one interview through Zoom (~60 minutes)
2) An electronic survey, which will be sent within one month of conducting the
interview (~15 minutes to complete)
To participate in this study, you must meet the criteria below:
• You must have completed a bachelor's degree from the University of Massachusetts
Global (formerly Brandman University), or University of Phoenix, between June 2020
and July 2022.
• The bachelor's degree you completed must be your first one (no prior bachelor's degrees
obtained).
• You must self-identify as a single mother.
• You must have experienced a pregnancy throughout your program that resulted in a live
birth.
• You must have had at least six months left of coursework to complete in your program
after childbirth occurred.
• You must have had contact with an Academic Advisor (or Academic Counselor or
Academic Coach), and be able to speak to some of the interactions you have had with
him/her/them.
If you meet the above criteria and would like to participate in this research study, please
respond to this email listing your upcoming availability so we can schedule our 60-minute
interview. Please provide me with a few days/times that work for you (and your time zone).
I look forward to hearing from you soon!
Thank you,
Kristina King
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APPENDIX D
Qualitative Script and Instrument
OPENING QUESTIONS
- Can you briefly share a little about your background, family, and educational
experience?
- Can you tell me a little about the degree you earned, which college(s) you
attended, and how long it took to complete your degree(s)?
STUDENT PERSISTENCE
Persistence is the quality that allows someone to continue pursuing a goal even when
challenges arise (Tinto, 2017). Factors that impact student persistence to degree
completion may be financial, familial, personal, or institutional.
As you think of your educational journey, please reflect on what may have helped or
hindered your persistence as a pregnant/single mother.
Q1: Can you share a story or time when financial factors impacted your
persistence?
Q2: Can you share a story or time when familial factors impacted your
persistence?
Q3: Can you share a story or time when personal factors impacted your
persistence?
Q4: Can you share a story or time when institutional factors impacted your
persistence?
Q5: Do you have anything more to add about any factors that impacted your
persistence?
ACADEMIC ADVISOR BEHAVIORS
An Academic Advisor is a staff or faculty member whose primary role is to provide
academic advising services to students. They provide insight or direction to students
about academic, social, or personal matters. Academic Advisors may also be referred to
as academic coaches or academic counselors. Some students have little interaction with
their Academic Advisors, while others have extensive interaction.
As you think of your educational journey, please reflect on your overall interaction
you’re your Academic Advisor.
Q6: How would you describe your interaction with your Academic Advisor?
Q7: What did your Academic Advisor do or say that impacted your persistence as
a pregnant and single mother?
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Q8: In reflecting on your relationship with your Academic Advisor, what was
helpful to you?
Q9: In reflecting on your relationship with your Academic Advisor, is there
anything that was not helpful to you?
Q10: Do you have anything more to add about your interaction with your
Academic Advisor?
When thinking about your relationship with your Academic Advisor, please reflect on
specific behaviors from your Academic Advisor and how these behaviors may have
helped or hindered your persistence.
Q11: Can you share a story of something your Academic Advisor did in order to
get to know you better as a person? (Developmental)
Q12: In what situations did you contact your Academic Advisor? In what
situations did your Academic Advisor contact you? (Prescriptive)
Q13: What, if anything, did your Academic Advisor teach you? (LearningCentered)
Q14: Can you share a story or example of how your Academic Advisor made you
feel appreciated as a student? (Appreciative)
Q15: Can you share a story or example of how your Academic Advisor helped
you realize and apply your unique strengths? (Strength-Based)
Q16: How would you describe your Academic Advisor’s outreach in terms of
frequency, quality, and purpose? (Proactive)
CLOSING QUESTION
- Are there any final comments you would like to make before we conclude?
POSSIBLE PROBING QUESTIONS
- What is your opinion about…?
- Can you expand upon that a bit more?
- Do you have more to add?
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APPENDIX E
Quantitative Instrument
Survey Question 1: What Academic Advisor behaviors had the greatest impact on your
persistence? Please select the top three Academic Advisor behaviors that had the greatest
impact on your persistence.
☐ Called to see if I needed anything - checked in
☐ Reached out when I was struggling or falling behind
☐ Conversed with me (listened to me and asked questions about my life)
☐ Recognized me when I was doing well
☐ Sent helpful links and resources specifically for me
☐ Responded quickly, easy to get a hold of
☐ Provided me with important program information
☐ Communicated frequently, consistently, and proactively
☐ Helped me work through specific issues or problems
☐ Encouraged or motivated me to keep going
Now, rank the top three Academic Advisor behaviors by ordering them by first greatest
impact, second greatest impact, and third greatest impact.

Please reflect on each Academic Advisor behavior individually and rate to what extent
each of these behaviors impacted your persistence. (If you did not experience the
behavior, select “N/A” for did not occur/did not experience behavior)
Survey Question 2: Called to see if I needed anything - checked in
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 3: Reached out when I was struggling or falling behind
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 4: Conversed with me (listened to me and asked questions about my
life)
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
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4 – major impact
Survey Question 5: Recognized me when I was doing well
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 6: Sent helpful links and resources specifically for me
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 7: Responded quickly, easy to get a hold of
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 8: Provided me with important program information
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 9: Communicated frequently, consistently, and proactively
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 10: Helped me work through specific issues or problems
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 11: Encouraged or motivated me to keep going
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
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APPENDIX F
Alignment Tables
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APPENDIX G
Interview Field-Test Tool
Participant:
Date:
Organization:
INTERVIEWER SAYS:
My name is Kristina King, and I am a doctoral candidate at UMass Global (formerly
Brandman University). I would like to thank you for participating in this interview and
survey on the role of the Academic Advisor on student persistence.
I will be conducting interviews with a number of single mother graduates such as
yourself to hopefully provide a picture of Academic Advisor behaviors that impact
student persistence. In addition, I would like to understand what factors impacted you as
a pregnant and single mother pursuing a degree. The interview and survey questions I
will be asking will be the same for each participant in the study. The reason for this is to
guarantee that my interviews with all single mother graduates will be conducted in the
same manner.
INFORMED CONSENT (required for Dissertation Research)
Please let me remind you that your participation is completely voluntary and will greatly
strengthen the study. If at any time you feel uncomfortable or would like to end the
interview or not respond to a question, please let me know. Your information will be kept
confidential, and your name will be changed to protect your identity. After I record and
transcribe the data, I will send it to you via e-mail so you can check to make sure I have
accurately captured your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and UMass Global Bill of Rights I sent you via email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
I have provided a copy of the questions I will ask for your reference; however, I may
have follow-up questions if clarity is needed. The duration of this interview will be
approximately 60 minutes. Do you have any questions about the interview process?
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FIELD-TEST INTERVIEW PROTOCOL QUESTIONS
OPENING QUESTIONS
- Can you briefly share a little about your background, family, and educational
experience?
- Can you tell me a little about the degree you earned, which college(s) you
attended, and how long it took to complete your degree(s)?
STUDENT PERSISTENCE
Persistence is the quality that allows someone to continue pursuing a goal even when
challenges arise (Tinto, 2017). Factors that impact student persistence to degree
completion may be financial, familial, personal, or institutional.
As you think of your educational journey, please reflect on what may have helped or
hindered your persistence as a pregnant/single mother.
INTERVIEW QUESTION 1: Can you share a story or time when financial
factors impacted your persistence?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 2: Can you share a story or time when familial factors
impacted your persistence?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 3: Can you share a story or time when personal
factors impacted your persistence?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 4: Can you share a story or time when institutional
factors impacted your persistence?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 5: Do you have anything more to add about any
factors that impacted your persistence?
ACADEMIC ADVISOR BEHAVIORS
An Academic Advisor is a staff or faculty member whose primary role is to provide
academic advising services to students. They provide insight or direction to students
about academic, social, or personal matters. Academic Advisors may also be referred to
as academic coaches or academic counselors. Some students have little interaction with
their Academic Advisors, while others have extensive interaction.
As you think of your educational journey, please reflect on your overall interaction with
your Academic Advisor.
INTERVIEW QUESTION 6: How would you describe your interaction with your
Academic Advisor?
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INTERVIEW QUESTION 7: What did your Academic Advisor do or say that
impacted your persistence as a pregnant and single mother?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 8: In reflecting on your relationship with your
Academic Advisor, what was helpful to you?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 9: In reflecting on your relationship with your
Academic Advisor, is there anything that was not helpful to you?
INTERVIEW QUESTION 10: Do you have anything more to add about your
interaction with your Academic Advisor?
When thinking about your relationship with your Academic Advisor, please reflect on
specific behaviors from your Academic Advisor and how these behaviors may have
helped or hindered your persistence.
INTERVIEW QUESTION 11: Can you share a story of something your
Academic Advisor did in order to get to know you better as a person?
(Developmental)
INTERVIEW QUESTION 12: In what situations did you contact your Academic
Advisor? In what situations did your Academic Advisor contact you?
(Prescriptive)
INTERVIEW QUESTION 13: What, if anything, did your Academic Advisor
teach you? (Learning-Centered)
INTERVIEW QUESTION 14: Can you share a story or example of how your
Academic Advisor made you feel appreciated as a student? (Appreciative)
INTERVIEW QUESTION 15: Can you share a story or example of how your
Academic Advisor helped you realize and apply your unique strengths? (StrengthBased)
INTERVIEW QUESTION 16: How would you describe your Academic
Advisor’s outreach in terms of frequency, quality, and purpose? (Proactive)
CLOSING QUESTION
- Are there any final comments you would like to make before we conclude?
POSSIBLE PROBING QUESTIONS
- What is your opinion about…?
- Can you expand upon that a bit more?
- Do you have more to add?
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APPENDIX H
Field-Test Interviewee Feedback Questions
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe your experience as a pregnant and single mother in college?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was okay?
3. Were the questions clear, or were there places where you were uncertain what was
being asked?
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. Did I appear comfortable during the interview?
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APPENDIX I
Interview Observer Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill and requires research experience. Gaining
valuable insight into your interview skills will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants.
Discuss the following reflection questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the
interview field test. The questions are written from your perspective as the interviewer.
However, sharing your thoughts with the observer and considering their feedback will
provide valuable insight into improving the interview process.
1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate? Did the
respondents have ample opportunities to respond to questions?
2. Were the questions clear or were there places where the respondents were
unclear?
3. Were there any words or terms used during the interview that were unclear or
confusing to the respondents?
4. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
5. Did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could
have done to be better prepared?
6. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly, and why do you think that
was the case?
7. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle, and why do you think that was the
case?
8. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be, and how
would you change it?
9. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX J
Survey Field-Test Tool
Survey Question 1: What Academic Advisor behaviors had the greatest impact on your
persistence? Please select the top three Academic Advisor behaviors that had the greatest
impact on your persistence.
☐ Personable
☐ Developed a relationship with me
☐ Remembered the little things about me, my life, past conversations
☐ Cared about me
☐ Responsive/timely
☐ Acknowledged that I was on the right track
☐ Proactive in reaching out if/when there is a problem
☐ Encouraged me
☐ Taught me about my degree requirements
☐ Believed in me
Now, rank the top three Academic Advisor behaviors by ordering them by first greatest
impact, second greatest impact, and third greatest impact.

Please reflect on each Academic Advisor behavior individually and rate to what extent
each of these behaviors impacted your persistence. (If you did not experience the
behavior, select “N/A” for did not occur/did not experience behavior)
Survey Question 2: Personable
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 3: Developed a relationship with me
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 4: Remembered the little things about me, my life, past conversations
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
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Survey Question 5: Cared about me
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 6: Responsive/timely
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 7: Acknowledged that I was on the right track
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 8: Proactive in reaching out if/when there is a problem
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 9: Encouraged me
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 10: Taught me about my degree requirements
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
Survey Question 11: Believed in me
0 – not applicable/did not occur/did not experience behavior
1 – no impact
2 – minor impact
3 – moderate impact
4 – major impact
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APPENDIX K
Field-Test Survey Feedback Questions
As a doctoral student at UMass Global, I appreciate your feedback as it helps me to the
most effective survey instrument as possible. Your participation is crucial to this effort.
Please respond to the following questions after completing the survey. Your answers will
assist me in refining the survey items. This will allow me to make edits to improve the
survey prior to administering to potential study participants.
A hard copy version of the survey has been provided (pages 2-3) to refresh your memory
of the survey questions, if needed. Thank you very much for your assistance. Your
participation is greatly appreciated!
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment you
opened it on the computer until the time you completed it?
2. Were the survey instructions clear, and did you understand what to do? If not,
would you briefly state the problem.
3. Were the Academic Advisor behaviors clear, and did they provide sufficient
differences among them for you to rank them? If not, briefly describe the
problem.
4. As you progressed through the questions that asked you to rank each Academic
Advisor behavior from 1 (no impact) through 4 (major impact), were there any
that were confusing? Please review the questions on pages 2-3 and mark any that
troubled you.
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APPENDIX L
Invitation to Participate in a Research Study Expert Panel
STUDY: The Impact of Academic Advisor Behaviors on Persistence of Pregnant and Single
Mothers at Four-Year Nontraditional Universities: A Mixed Methods Study
Dear Potential Expert Panelist:
This letter is an invitation to participate in a phenomenological research study as a
professional expert. My name is Kristina King, and I am a doctoral candidate in the
Organizational Leadership Doctoral program at the University of Massachusetts Global
(formerly Brandman University). I am currently conducting research under the supervision
of Dr. Marilou Ryder on the impact of Academic Advisor behaviors on the persistence of
pregnant and single mothers.
What is the purpose of this research study?
The purpose of this mixed-method study is to identify and describe Academic Advisor
behaviors that have the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through the lens of
students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an undergraduate
degree program at a four-year nontraditional university.
Research Questions
1. What factors do pregnant and single mothers perceive to impact student persistence
while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a four-year nontraditional
university?
2. What Academic Advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers identify that
impact student persistence while enrolled in an undergraduate degree program at a
four-year nontraditional university?
3. What identified Academic Advisor behaviors do pregnant and single mothers
perceive to have the greatest impact on student persistence while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a four-year nontraditional university?
What will your involvement in this study mean?
As a professional expert, your involvement will encompass reviewing and critiquing the
research instrument and field test. To prevent researcher bias and ensure the participants'
safety, I would like you to scrutinize each interview question and provide feedback on ways
to improve the instrument. Upon completing a field test, I will be sharing the results with you
and asking that you review the data to ensure the instrument's accuracy and reliability and
ensure the interview questions are aligned with the research questions.
If you have any questions regarding this mixed methods research study, please do not hesitate
to contact me at kking15@mail.umassglobal.edu. You can also contact my dissertation
chairperson Dr. Marilou Ryder at 760-900-0556 or email at ryder@umassglobal.edu. Thank
you very much for your interest and assistance in this phenomenological study.
Sincerely,
Kristina King
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APPENDIX M
CITI Course
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APPENDIX N
IRB Application Approval
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APPENDIX O
Electronic Informed Consent
INFORMATION ABOUT: Pregnant and Single Mothers’ Experiences Persisting to
Degree Completion and the Role of the Academic Advisor
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Kristina King, Doctoral Candidate
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study by
Kristina King, a doctoral student at UMass Global (formerly Brandman University).
The purpose of this mixed-method study is to identify and describe academic advisor
behaviors that have the greatest impact on student persistence perceived through the lens
of students who were both pregnant and single mothers while enrolled in an
undergraduate degree program at a 4-year non-traditional university.
The study consists of a one-on-one interview and an electronic survey. The interview will
take place through Zoom and will be approximately 60 minutes. The interviews will be
recorded for the purposes of audio transcription only. The survey will be administered
electronically through SurveyMonkey and will take approximately 20 minutes to
complete.
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate. If you
decide to participate, you can withdraw at any time.
The published dissertation will not include any identifying information on the
participants or their Academic Advisor(s). Names will not be used in the study. Instead,
codes such as “participant 1,” “participant 2,” and “participant 3” will be used. The
results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
By agreeing to participate in this study, you acknowledge the following statement:
a) No information identifying me will be released without my separate consent, and
all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the
study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed, and my
consent re-obtained.
b) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand
the investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes
and participant information on a password-protected device. All information will
be identifier-redacted, and my privacy will be maintained. Upon completion of
the study, all interview recordings will be destroyed. All other data and consents
will be securely stored for three years after the completion of data collection.
After three years, all information related to the participants in the study will be
deleted.
c) I understand that I may refuse to participate, or I may withdraw from this study at
any time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the
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study at any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or
concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the
Office of the Vice-Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMASS GLOBAL, at 16355
Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
If you have questions about any aspect of this research, please contact Dr. Marilou Ryder
at ryder@umassglobal.edu or (760) 900-0556.
You may also contact the researcher, Kristina King, directly at
kking15@mail.umassglobal.edu or (xxx) xxx-xxxx.
ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read the informed consent form
and the
information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate. If you do not
wish to participate in this electronic survey, you may decline participation by clicking on
the “disagree” button. Please select your choice below.
�AGREE: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill of
Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study.
�DISAGREE: I do not wish to participate in this study.
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APPENDIX P
Bill of Rights
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